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 Online course developers and instructors consider a variety of principles and 
characteristics of adult learning creating online courses.  Understanding some 
of the basic tenets of adult learning and how they apply to the online learning 
environment will help ensure your own success in an online course.  

 

 As you read through the principles of adult learning and explore the different 
styles, consider your learning style. Take notes about areas you might find 
challenging in an online environment.  

Principles of Adult Learning 



 Application in the 'real world' is important and relevant to the adult learner's personal and 
professional needs.  According to a study conducted by NCREL,  

 

”adults will commit to learning when the goals and objectives are  

considered realistic and important to them.”  
 

 Adults like to drive their learning and will resist activities they believe question their 
competence. Therefore, good professional development gives participants some control 
over the what, who, how, why, when, and where of their learning.  
 

 Adult learners need to see the connections and relevancy of the professional development 
to their day-to-day activities.  
 

 Adult learners are practical -- they need direct, concrete experiences in which they apply the 
learning in real work.  
 

 Adult learning impacts ego and therefore requires respect. Good professional development 
provides peer support and reduces the fear of judgment during learning.   

Principles of Adult Learning 

Educators as Adult Learners 

Adapted from source: http://www.ncrel.org/sdrs/  

http://www.ncrel.org/sdrs/


Educators as Adult Learners (cont):  

 Adults need feedback on the results of their efforts. Opportunities should be built into professional 
development activities that allow the learner to practice the learning and receive structured, 
timely, helpful feedback.  
 

 Adults need to participate in small-group activities during the learning to move beyond 
understanding to application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. Small-group activities provide 
an opportunity to share, reflect, and generalize learning experiences.  
 

 Adult learners have a wide range of experiences, knowledge, self-direction, interests, and 
competencies. Learning activities should accommodate and respect this diversity. 
 

 Transfer of knowledge for adults is not automatic and must be facilitated. Coaching and other 
kinds of follow-up support help adult learners transfer learning into daily practice to ensure 
sustainability. 

 

Source: http://www.ncrel.org/sdrs/  

Principles of Adult Learning 

http://www.ncrel.org/sdrs/


Principles of Adult Learning 

What motivates Adult Learners? 

 Adults typically differ from children in their motivations for learning. Dr. Stephen Lieb 
in Principles of Adult Learning discusses the following factors of motivation for 
adults:  
 
 Desire to maintain social relationships  

 Need to meet external expectations -- the supervisor recommends you upgrade skills 

 Desire to learn how to better serve others 

 Professional advancement  

 Escape or stimulation  

 Cognitive or personal interest  

 

Source:http://honolulu.hawaii.edu/intranet/committees/FacDevCom/guidebk/teachtip/adults-2.htm 

http://honolulu.hawaii.edu/intranet/committees/FacDevCom/guidebk/teachtip/adults-2.htm
http://honolulu.hawaii.edu/intranet/committees/FacDevCom/guidebk/teachtip/adults-2.htm
http://honolulu.hawaii.edu/intranet/committees/FacDevCom/guidebk/teachtip/adults-2.htm


Application to Online Learning 

 

 According to the research study, Identifying Student Attitudes and 
Learning Styles in Distance Education: 
  

“The last ten years have seen the widespread development of digital 
processing and communication coupled to networked computing. This has 
opened up a broad set of teaching and learning opportunities, allowing a new 
emphasis on interaction and concept exploration.” 

 

Thus, online learning has become a viable option for professional 

development for educators as adult learners.  
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Source: http://www.sloan-c.org/publications/jaln/v5n2/pdf/v5n2_valenta.pdf 

http://www.sloan-c.org/publications/jaln/v5n2/pdf/v5n2_valenta.pdf
http://www.sloan-c.org/publications/jaln/v5n2/pdf/v5n2_valenta.pdf
http://www.sloan-c.org/publications/jaln/v5n2/pdf/v5n2_valenta.pdf


 Well developed online professional development takes into consideration the 
basic principles of adult learning.  In doing so, online learning can offer the 
adult learner:  

  

 Flexibility and convenience (time-shifting and associated advantages of time 
management); no need to travel! 

 More access and interaction with the course instructor 

 Just-in-time instruction, anytime, anywhere! 

 Active & independent learning with more time for  
processing and thoughtful reflection 

 Collaborative learning environment through 
team building activities 

 Positive learning experiences that are sustained 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Application to Online Learning 

Adapted from Source: http://www.sloan-c.org/publications/jaln/v5n2/pdf/v5n2_valenta.pdf  

http://www.sloan-c.org/publications/jaln/v5n2/pdf/v5n2_valenta.pdf
http://www.sloan-c.org/publications/jaln/v5n2/pdf/v5n2_valenta.pdf
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Learning Styles and the 

Application to Online Learning 

 Everyone has their own "style" for collecting and organizing information into useful knowledge, and 

the online environment can be particularly well suited to some learning styles and personality 

needs. For example, introverted learners often find it easier to communicate via computer-mediated 

communication than in face-to-face situations. The online environment also lends itself to a less 

hierarchical approach to instruction which meets the leaning needs of people who do not approach 

new information in a systematic or linear fashion. Online learning environments are best when used 

for collaborative learning which complements many students' learning styles. Independent learners 

have found online courses to be well suited to their needs, too. 

 

 Because learners have different learning styles or a combination of styles, online courses include 

activities designed to address different modes of learning and utilize multiple instructional 

strategies, in order to provide significant experiences for each course participant.  

Source: http://www.ion.uillinois.edu/resources/tutorials/id/learningStyles.asp 

http://www.ion.uillinois.edu/resources/tutorials/id/learningStyles.asp


Learning Styles 

 Learning styles research provides educators new directions for improving professional 
development. The single most widespread change focuses on greater opportunities for 
intellectual work. Different social groupings, alternative activities, and more complex 
projects create opportunities for learners to use their various strengths in working with 
course material.  
 

 The concept of learning styles has gained growing attention from educators, because it 
provides a stable characterization and opportunities to plan for a variety of instructional 
strategies. These strategies appear more responsive to learners’ needs, because they 
provide better learning opportunities, and give a fresh approach to professional 
development:  

 

– Course participants learn better when using preferences in which they're successful  

– Course participants are better learners when they can expand their preferences  

– Courses offer activities that include specific (& multiple) learning preferences  

 

Source: http://www-isu.indstate.edu/ctl/styles/learning.html#LSTEACH  

http://www-isu.indstate.edu/ctl/styles/learning.html#LSTEACH
http://www-isu.indstate.edu/ctl/styles/learning.html#LSTEACH
http://www-isu.indstate.edu/ctl/styles/learning.html#LSTEACH


Learning Style Preference for information acquisition 

Visual / Verbal Prefers to read information 

Visual / Nonverbal Uses graphics or diagrams to represent information 

Auditory / Verbal Prefers to listen to information 

Tactile / Kinesthetic Prefers physical hands-on experiences 

Source; http://www.ion.uillinois.edu/resources/tutorials/id/learningStyles.asp 

Learning Styles 

http://www.ion.uillinois.edu/resources/tutorials/id/learningStyles.asp


Visual / Verbal Learners 

 learn best when information is presented visually and in a written form 

 prefer instructors who use visual aids in a traditional classroom setting (i.e. 

black board or PowerPoint presentation) to list the essential points of a 

lecture  

 benefit from information obtained from textbooks and class notes 

 like to study by themselves in quiet environments  

 visualize information in their "minds' eye" in order to remember something 

Application to Online Learning: The online environment is especially appropriate for 

visual/verbal learners because most of the information for a course is presented in 

written form. 



Visual / Nonverbal Learners 

 learn best when information is presented visually and in a  

picture or design format 

 benefit from instructors who supplement their lectures with materials such as film, 

video, maps, and diagrams, in a traditional classroom setting 

 relate well to information obtained from images and charts in textbooks 

 tend prefer to work alone in quiet environments 

 visualize an image of something in their mind when trying to remember it 

 may also be artistic and enjoy visual art and design 

Application to Online Learning: The online environment is well suited for this type 

of learner because graphical representations such as charts, tables, graphs, and 

images can help them remember concepts and ideas.  



Auditory / Verbal Learners 

 learn best when information is presented through auditory channels 

 benefit from listening to lecture and participating in group discussions in a 
traditional classroom setting  

 benefit from obtaining information from audio sources 

 when trying to remember something, they often repeat it out loud and can mentally 
"hear" the way the information was explained to them 

 learn best when interacting with others in a listening/speaking activity 

 

Application to Online Learning: Online learning environments can complement 

these learners' style. Although most information is presented visually (either written or 

graphically), group participation and collaborative activities can be accomplished well 

online. In addition, streaming audio or video or video conferencing in an online course 

can benefit this kind of learning style.  



Tactile/ Kinesthetic Learners 

 learn best when doing a physical "hands-on" activity 

 prefer to learn new materials in a lab setting where they can touch and manipulate 

materials 

 learn best in physically active situations 

 benefit from instructors who use in-class demonstrations, hands-on learning 

experiences, and fieldwork outside the classroom 

 

Application to Online Learning: Online environments can provide learning 

opportunities for tactile/kinesthetic learners. Simulations with 3-dimensional graphics 

can replicate physical demonstrations.  Lab sessions can be conducted either at 

predetermined locations or at home, and then discussed online. Also, some online 

course work might include fieldwork with ample online discussion both preceding and 

following the experience.  



What’s Your Learning Style? 

 Knowing your learning style can help you become a more 
reflective learner who you can think of ways to ensure success in 
an online course.  

 

 Take the online Learning Style Inventory to find out what learning 
style applies to you. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.rrcc-online.com/~psych/LSInventory.html


 
 A significant part of online learning requires communication.  In 

addition to knowing your learning style, understanding your 

communication style can also help you become a successful online 

learner.  A communication style inventory can help you to 

determine your preferred style. 

 

 

 

 

Are you a 

sensor? 

Are you a 

feeler? 

Are you a 

thinker? 

Are you 

an 

intuitor? 

Part II: Communication Styles 



Are you a Sensor? 

Application to the online environment:  

Your need for immediate feedback and ability to multitask will support your communication style in an online 

course.  Your energetic, direct nature, combined with the willingness to get things done in the “here and now,” 

will help you succeed in self-paced activities. 

 

Tip:  Communicate with your teammates and instructor if you feel too confined by the time constraints of 

some activities. 

Sensors… 

 place a high value on action 

 are doers 

 tend to be down-to-earth 

 are energetic and determined 

 have the ability to multitask 

 are willing to commit to something that is proven to work 

 tend to emphasize the "who and how" concerns of progress toward a goal 

 are decisive, but sometimes impulsive and impatient 
 

 



Are you a Feeler? 

Application to the online environment:  

Due to your ability to read between the lines, to assess the climate of a group, and to 

predict the way others may respond to change or action, online learning will suit you 

well. In team activities, your ability to work effectively with others will contribute to the 

success of your team. 

Feelers… 

 place a high value on human interaction 

 enjoy the stimulation of contact 

 can understand people easily 

 demonstrate sensitivity to others' needs and wants, and can note discrepancies 

between outward behaviors and inner feelings 

 have the ability to sort out complex, emotional problems and situations; are insightful 

 can be seen as more concerned with the process of interaction than with the content 

of interaction 
 



Are you a Thinker? 

Application to the online environment:  
As a thinker, you are highly effective when organizing yourself and others in research and planning, which can 

contribute to your success in an online course that incorporates collaboration with others. You will benefit by 

working on a clear, consistent cycle of instruction. As a logical result-getter, you can easily structure a steady 

plan to complete the work in a course.  

 

Thinkers… 

 place a high value on logic, ideas, and systematic inquiry 

 find satisfaction in identifying problems, developing a variety of possible solutions, 

weighing them carefully, and testing them 

 are typically steady, tenacious, and rational 

 typically avoid emotionalism and speculation 

 consider all possible alternatives before making decisions 

 can be overly cautious or conservative, even rigid 
 



Are you an Intuitor? 

Application to the online environment:  

As an intuitor, you value being able to participate in an extended discussion that promotes higher-level 

thinking. Because of your ability to imagine, you stimulate the thinking of others in team activities. You also 

tend to be personally rewarded by intellectual problem-solving efforts rather than in implementing solutions.  

Many activities in an online course will provide you with the ability to engage in the course content, giving 

you flexibility and time needed to create more in-depth products. 

Intuitors… 

 place a high value on ideas, innovation, concepts, theory, and long range thinking 

 have an uncanny ability to anticipate 

 see the value of continuous probing and re-examination 

 are often seen as leaders 

 have the ability to see relationships among things that many others do not 

understand 

 are inclined to look at the world from the broadest perspective 

 excel in imaginative tasks 

 usually resent feeling hemmed in by requirements to think or operate in a 

structured, well-defined manner 

 
 


