Academic critique of current thinking concerning the concept of adult learning and the adult learner in the context of today's PCET


To be effective as a practitioner in adult education, understanding how adults learn best is essential. The term andragogy is far from modern and dates back to 1883. It was in the 1970s that Knowles 1990 (cited in Gould, 2012, p.54) propagated the term, explaining it as ‘the art and science of helping adults learn' and subsequently adopted the term to describe his theory of adult learning. Knowles theory highlights how adults view learning differently to children and hold six principles at its core (see Appendix A), which will be explored further in the assignment. As the main focus throughout is on adult learners, this assignment will also consider and analyse the concept of the adult learner in the context of today's PCET.

According to Knowles et al (2015), adults view learning differently to that of children. Consequently, by drawing on concepts of adult learning PCET students, indeed all practitioners working in the post-compulsory sector can provide effective teaching and learning experiences. For Knowles, there are six principles of adult learning including ‘learners need to know, self-concept, past learning experiences, readiness to learn, orientation to learn, and internally motivation' (cited in Knowles et al, 2015, p.6). Adults remain or return to post-compulsory education for many different reasons, with maturity comes recognition of the importance of education and learning and so adult learners tend to be ready to learn. Additionally, adults can direct their learning due to a secure self-concept and possess a wealth of past learning experiences that can, when drawn upon support learning and that of peers (Knowles et al, 2015). 

For Kolb (cited in Fry et al, 2015), adults learn from their experiences and he identifies the need for practitioners to draw on learner's experiences, as reflection is a central part of learning. Kolb's experiential learning cycle is an integral part of teaching and learning (See Appendix B), as practitioners can refer to the cycle to create relevant learning experiences while accommodating different learning styles. Moreover, active learning takes place where progression through the cycles, four stages can be seen and is encouraged. To achieve this, teachers should incorporate activities that allow learners to complete the cycle. 

Many adult learners have set goals in mind, such as a particular job or promotion and so are extrinsically motivated to succeed. Alternatively, many are intrinsically motivated to succeed for reasons other than good grades such as a personal accomplishment (Gravells, 2012). Based on these assumptions, Knowles theory has implications for practitioners in adult learning. For example, learners should have a say in their learning experiences, and practitioners need to seek opportunities to link current learning to previous experiences, making correlations to personal life and work. For example, incorporating a problem-based approach in learning linking it to real life experiences is a more effective way of learning for adults rather than simple rote memorisation (Knowles, et al, 2015). Current thinking related to the concept of adult learning has not moved too far away from Knowles theory. Even so, andragogy is not without its criticisms, as Rodgers and Horrocks (2010) argue, practitioners would be wrong to assume Knowles’ learner profile is representative of all adult learners. Indeed, at the very least, personality and learners ability level will differ. Interestingly, Knowles admitted that his assumptions were not universally relatable. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Indeed, adult learners are likely to have different responsibilities outside of education that may impact on attendance, motivation and success, and so to obtain the qualification they seek means for many multitasking. To this end, the role of today's practitioner in adult learning goes far beyond facilitating learning (Merriam and Bierema, 2014). As today's practitioner will encounter diverse student cohorts, personalities, backgrounds, experiences, cultures, views and ages. According to Schnackenberg and Johnson (2019), the age of adult learners can impact on teaching and learning experiences. For example, Millennials, adults born between 1982-1994 and Generation Z, born between mid 1990’s to the early 2000’s, typically have experienced a child-centric upbringing where relationships with adults were equal. The impact of this in adult education can be seen where there is a learner expectation that practitioners are available to answer questions instantly, and learners require frequent feedback and interactivity as attention spans tend to be short. Also, millennials are more inclined to seek personal advice and support from practitioners. However, caution should be taken in such instances to remain professional and instead a more mentoring role should be adopted. On a more practical note, millennials are more likely to be competent with modern technologies. To meet professional standards (UKPSF, 2011), and equip learners with the technological skills required for successful future employment, practitioners must incorporate effective technologies into sessions. However, due to diversity in age, practitioners should consider all members of a given class where technological competency may not be universal (Green et al cited in Boden-McGill and King, 2014). Ultimately practitioners and PCET students should be aware of the different characteristics of adult learners. As by being aware and knowledgeable, relevant meaningful teaching and learning experiences can be planned and facilitated that meet learner diversity and ensure equality (Gravells, 2014). For Henschke (2011), andragogy so far as Knowles perspective is still relevant and will continue to be so. However, eventually, the conversation should exceed what is currently recognised, acknowledging adult learning from different viewpoints.

Concept of the Adult Learner in the Context of Today's PCET
The characteristics of the adult learner identified so far reflect that of today's contemporary adult undertaking the PCET. The initial motivation to enrol on the programme is likely to be extrinsic due perhaps to the pursuit of a change in career. Although, intrinsic motivation is also likely to feature and can be fostered with positive, relevant learning experiences and an encouraging, supportive overseeing lecturer (Gravells, 2012). 

For PCET student's the experience of microteaching affords a valuable opportunity to experiment with different teaching approaches, activities and experience the teaching process from planning, preparing, delivering through to evaluation in a safe non-judgemental environment (Gravells and Simpson, 2012). Moreover, the feedback provided by peers, lecturer and own self-evaluation following the micro-teach experience provides a valuable insight into personal teaching practice, identifies strengths and areas for improvement before starting professional teaching experience. Also, the PCET class represents a diverse adult population and so provides a practical teaching and learning environment for learners to develop their skills (Gravells, 2012). For Rodgers and Horrocks (2010), in learning how to teach adults, a student teacher learns much about their own/peers learning preferences and styles. Combined with a sound knowledge of the characteristics of the adult learner obtained from the theory and practical experiences afforded by the PCET ensures learners will be better equipped for their professional teaching experience (UWTSD, 2019). For Weingarten (2018), the PCET contributes much toward to Wales' economy. Undoubtedly, adult learners completing the PCET and adult learners, in general, afford many benefits to the economy and society as a whole. Also on an individual level, as many relevant skills can be developed and transferred into education, employment and life. In addition to developing skills, adult learning can have a positive impact on health and overall well-being and social interaction (Welsh Government, 2017).

To conclude, the concept of adult learning has altered little since Knowles introduced his six assumptions despite the criticisms his theory has elicited. Ultimately, education can have a profound impact on the lives of the diverse adult learner population, whether continuing or returning to post-compulsory education. Consequently, practitioners and PCET students must understand the characteristics of adult learners to meet the professional standards required, plan and deliver engaging, relevant learning experiences and adopt a mentoring role, supporting learners with their concerns and issues and ultimately helping them to fulfil their potential. 
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Figure 1-1. Andragogy in practice (Knowles, Holton, and Swanson,
1998).
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