
 

Journal of Educational Realities-JERA 
pISSN 2536-6661, eISSN 2536-6653 Vol.11, No.1, April/June, 2021 

A Publication of University of Uyo, Nigeria 

ISSN 2536-6661 (Print), ISSN 2536-6653 (Online) 1 

 

Benchmark Journals 

Conceptual Understanding of Andragogical Instructional Delivery Approach for 

Better Teaching of Adult Learners in Nigeria 

 

 

Olofu, Paul Agbade & Elizabeth Odije Patrick 
 Department of Continuing Education and Development Studies 

Faculty of Education 

University of Calabar 

 

Abstract 

The nature of the adult learner is characterized by experience, self-motivation, learning 

readiness and positive self-concept. Hence, the experiential nature of the adult learner and 

other attributes make the learner very distinct from children and unique in learning. As 

such, the adult learner needs unique instructional approaches that will enable him/her 

explore and apply his/her experience and talents to meeting daily needs and solving 

problems. Thus, proper understanding of the nature of the adult learner and andragogical 

strategy will help adult facilitators in the logical and rational application of andragogical 

instructional approach to teaching adults. This study therefore focused on conceptual 

understanding of andragogical instructional delivery approach for better teaching of adult 

learners in Nigeria. This paper profoundly discussed the concept of andragogy, the 

historical dimension of andragogy, its basic assumptions and principles as well as its 

application to teaching adult learners. 
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Introduction 

Adult education is that form of education in which adult learners are engaged in 

systematic and sustained self-educating activities under the guidance of a facilitator in order 

to gain new forms of knowledge, skills, attitudes or values. Adult education is built on 

specific philosophical assumptions about teaching and learning. These philosophical 

assumptions hold that: Adults can and want to learn, adults are capable and willing to take 

responsibility for their learning and the learning content of adults itself should respond to 

their needs. The primary purpose of adult education is to provide a second chance for those 

who are poor in the society or who have lost access to education for other reasons in order to 

achieve social justice and equal access to education (Clement, 2014). Therefore, adult 

education is often a social policy of the government. Continuing education can help adults 

maintain certifications, fulfill job requirements and stay up to date on new developments in 

their field. Also, the purpose of adult education can be vocational, social, recreational or for 

self-development. It may also help adult learners satisfy their personal needs and achieve 

their professional goals. 

Hence, the relevance of adult education lies not only in the functionality and 

practicability of its learning content but also on the practical approach (s) usually adopted in 

imparting the knowledge, skills and values etc. to the learners. In other words, the extent to 

which the aims and objectives of adult education as outlined above among others may be 

meaningfully achieved lies greatly on the way and manner (approach) in which adult 
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learners are being taught. Their teaching and learning approach differs greatly from that of 

children/youths.  While children need to be keenly and closely guided and directed on what 

to learn and how to learn, the adult learner knows what to learn and how to learn but needs a 

facilitator to guide. Hence, the experiential nature of the adult learner makes him/her very 

unique in learning and as such requires unique instructional approach. In the same vein, 

Merriam, Caffarella and Baumgartner (2007), maintained that the way adults learn is quite 

distinct from children in terms of self-concept, previous experience, learning readiness, 

orientation to learning and motivation to learning independently. Hence, Merriam, Caffarella 

and Baumgartner  submitted that adult learners are non-traditional students who typically 

have more life experience and when confronted with new knowledge or an experience, tend 

to construe new meanings based on their greater life experiences. In the opinion of Clement 

(2014) educating adults differs from educating children in several ways; given that adults 

have accumulated knowledge and work experience which can add to the learning 

experience; thereby providing them with a good foundation of learning. To Clement, adults 

frequently apply their knowledge in a practical fashion to learn effectively.  

Drawing from the above, there is need therefore, for educators to jettison the 

traditional teacher-centered instructional delivery approach and consider adopting and 

applying andragogical method which is participative, cooperative, reflective, knowledge 

generative (constructive) and more importantly, experiential as well as learner-centered. 

Sang (2010) maintained that adult learners need more than passive transfer of knowledge 

from one person (the teacher) to others (learners). Instead, they need to be involved actively 

in the learning process to construct their own knowledge, to make sense of the learning and 

to apply what is being learnt to their daily usage and solving their practical problems and 

those of the society at large.  In doing this, adult learners would be availed the opportunity to 

be actively engaged in the process of learning; thereby making educational experiences or 

teaching learning-process more learner-centered rather than teacher-focused. Sang further 

maintained that the traditional teacher-centered teaching style is a one-way teaching mode of 

imparting knowledge and skills to child learners which has failed to equip and prepare adult 

learners towards independent and life-long learning.  

Sang further maintained that the application of andragogical instructional delivery 

approach creates a more engaging and practical learning environment which would result 

into creativity and innovation in the classroom and ultimately, produce competent 

individuals prepared to compete in the 21st century workforce. Holt (2012) admitted that the 

use of andragogical approach to teach adult learners makes the learning teaching-process 

collaborative and encourages learners to become more self-directed, thereby enriching the 

classroom environment. Thus, andragogy helps in designing and delivering the solution 

focused instructions to self-directed. 

Therefore, understanding the nature of adult learners, the principles underlying 

adults’ learning as well as understanding and incorporating andragogical theory into 

instructional design are very essential components for achieving success with adult students; 

as this would actively engage the learners in the teaching-learning process and promotes 

cooperative, constructive and self-directed learning remains very fundamental to every adult 

facilitator or educator. Thus, this paper explicated in details the concept of andragogy, the 

historical dimension of andragogy, its basic assumptions and principles as well as its 

application to teaching adult learners. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sharan_Merriam
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sharan_Merriam
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Non-traditional_student
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Self-directed_learning
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Conceptualization of Andragogy 

The term andragogy has been explicated in several ways. Etymologically, the term 

andragogy is derived from two Greek words: ἀνδρ-andr which means man and 

ἀγωγός agogos, meaning leader of. Thus; andragogy can be literally conceived as leading 

man or man leading. It is the methods and principles used in teaching adult learners. It is the 

science of understanding theory and supporting the practice of lifelong education of adults. 

The concept of andragogy is based on a humanistic conception of self-directed and 

autonomous learners as well as teachers as facilitators of learning (Crawford, 2010).The 

father of andragogy-Knowles (1980) defined it as "an emerging technology for adult 

learning”.  Andragogy was initially defined as the art and science of helping adults learn. 

However, andragogy has come to be understood as an alternative to pedagogy; a learner-

focused approach for people of all ages.  

In practical terms, andragogy simply refers to an instructional delivery approach 

which is aimed helping adults achieve their diverse needs. in applying andragogy in adult 

education especially non-formal adult education, facilitators should focus more on the 

process and less on the content being taught. However, in applying it in formal adult 

education, facilitators should focus both on the processes and the content being taught. 

Strategies such as case studies, role playing, simulations and self-evaluation are most useful. 

Andragogy upholds that the point in which an individual achieves a self-concept of 

essential self-direction is the point in which he/she becomes an adult psychologically. Thus, 

a critical thing happens when an individual develops a deep psychological need to be 

perceived by others as being self-directing (Knowles, Holton and Swanson, 2014). 

According to Wikipedia (2019), Andragogist such as Knowles believes that an adult tends 

learn best when:  

i.  They feel the need to learn.  

ii.  If they have some inputs into what, why and how they learn.  

iii.  If the learning contents and processes have meaningful relationship with their past 

experience.  

iv.  If their experience is used as a learning resource.  

v.  If what they are to learn relates to the individual’s current life situation and tasks.  

vi.  If they have as much autonomy as possible.  

vii.  If the learning climate minimizes anxiety and encourages freedom to experiment.  

viii.  If their learning styles are taken into account.  

ix.  If there is a cooperative learning climate.  

x.  when there is mechanisms for mutual planning.   

xi.  If there is arrangement for a diagnosis of learner needs and interests that will enable 

the formulation of learning objectives based on the diagnosed needs and interests. 

According to Liu, Qiao and Liu (2006) in Kelvin (2017), Knowles’ perception of andragogy 

is predicated on six fundamental assumptions: 

i.  Readiness to Learn: Adults are most interested in learning subjects having 

immediate relevance to their work and/or personal lives. 

ii.    Orientation: Adult learning is problem-centered rather than content-oriented. And as 

such, the learning contents or subject matter offered to adult learners must be geared 

towards solving their immediate or day to day encountered problems. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ancient_Greek
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Relevance
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Problem
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iii.   Foundation: This assumption holds that experience including error provides the basis 

for learning activities. 

iv.   Self-Concept: Adults need to be responsible for their decisions on education; 

involvement      in the planning and evaluation of their instruction. Adult learners 

acquire new information and build upon existing knowledge much more effectively if 

they are encouraged to explore a topic on their own. According to Ferreira and 

Maclean (2017), as an individual biologically gets matured, the psychological process 

of gaining self-concept begins in adolescence and develops rapidly through young 

adulthood. Integral to self-concept is the needs to be accountable for one’s decisions 

and one’s direction in life. Concomitant with this self-directed development is the 

psychological need for it to be recognized by others. The adult learner’s self-concept is 

expressed by a desire to be treated by peers as a person capable of directing their 

behavior, beliefs and values. 

v.  Motivation: Motivation is very key to adult learners. Every facilitator of adult learners   

should therefore always motivate them to learn. This ranges from showing the learners 

love, care, respect, involving them in deciding on what to learn, when and how as well 

as ensuring the physical and psychological learning environment is highly safe, secured 

and self-motivated. 

vi.   Learner’s Need to Know: Ferreira and Maclean (2017) maintained that the assumption 

that adults are driven by a need to know before they participate in a learning event is 

the foremost premise that distinguishes the mature learner. Unlike the pedagogical 

assumption that young learners’ need to know is driven by what they must learn to 

pass a test or achieve an academic accolade, andragogy assumes that the adult learners’ 

need to know is prompted by a desire to apply learning to some aspect of their 

professional or personal lives.  

Fundamental Principles of Andragogy 

Andragogy as an instructional delivery approach in adult education is being guided 

by certain principles. The principles of andragogy are quite aligned with the assumptions as 

explicated above. Thus, Onah, Sinclair and Boyatt (2014) identified the following as the 

principles of andragogy.  

i. Adult learning focuses on problem solving: This principle upholds that unlike 

adolescents that tend to learn skills sequentially, Adults start their learning with an 

identified or specific problem and then work outways to finding solutions to the 

problem. Thus, in realizing this, a meaningful engagement such as posing and 

answering realistic questions and problems is necessary for deeper learning and 

effective application of this principle. This principle tends to promote more 

elaborate, longer-lasting and stronger representations of the knowledge and skills in 

adult learners. 

ii. Experience affects adult learning: This principle believes that adults have more 

experience than adolescents and as such, it can be an asset and a liability if prior 

knowledge is inaccurate, incomplete or naïve. It can as well interfere with or distort 

the integration of incoming information. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Experience
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Error
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Self-concept
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Planning
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Evaluation
https://www.researchgate.net/scientific-contributions/2111119781_Dan_Ferreira
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/George_Maclean
https://www.researchgate.net/scientific-contributions/2111119781_Dan_Ferreira
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/George_Maclean
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iii. Adults learn best in an informal situation: Unlike the adolescents who tend who learn 

from an organized and well-documented curriculum, adults on the other hand, learn 

by taking responsibility by the value and need of content they have to understand 

and the particular goals it will achieve. Adult learning by this principle is 

characterized by collaborative and networking environment while the learners serve 

as active participants in the learning process. 

iv. Adults must want to learn: This principle states that adults learn more effectively when 

they are free to direct their own learning and have a strong inner and excited 

motivation to develop a new skill or acquire a particular type of knowledge, this 

sustains learning. 

v. Adults will learn only what they feel they need to learn: Adults are practical in their 

approach to learning; as they would want to know how the learning experience they 

are being exposed to; is going to help them in solving their needs within the shortest 

possible time? Thus, the principle suggests that the learning contents of adults must 

be relevant, functional, purposive and pragmatic. 

vi. Adults learn by doing: Adolescents learn by doing, but adults do through an active 

practice and participation, this helps in integrating component skills into a coherent 

whole. 

vii. Adults want guidance and consideration as equal partners in the process: Adults 

want information that will help them improve their situation. They do not want to be 

told what to do and they evaluate what helps and what does not. They want to 

choose options based on their individual needs and the meaningful impact a learning 

engagement could provide.  

Application of Andragogy 

Fundamentally speaking, the application of the andragogical instructional approach 

can be derived from the basic assumptions of andragogy as discussed earlier. This 

corroborated by Pappas (2014) outlined the tips to the application of andragogy using the 

assumptions underlying the approach as seen below: 

Assumption 1-Readiness to Learn: Every adult facilitator must understand that adults are 

ready to challenge themselves with new learning opportunities if they know it will 

help them to meet their immediate needs or solve their immediate problems. Thus, 

the learning contents offered to adult learners must be such that are relevant, 

pragmatic and capable of meeting the immediate needs and yearnings of the 

learners. 

Assumption 2-Orientation to Learning: In applying this assumption, an adult educator 
should understand that learning by adults is practical and problem-solving. Thus, 
emphasis on teaching adults should be on how the subject matter is going to solve 
the practical problems which adult learners encounter of regularly basis. Once adult 
learners get to know that the subject matter being offered them would not solve 
their immediate problem, their level of interest will shrink, thereby making the 
subject matter meaningless and an effort to futility. 

Assumption 3-Adult Learner Experience/Foundation: This assumption implies that adult 
instructor should in the course of using this approach; include a wide range of 
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instructional design models and theories to appeal to the varied experience levels 
and backgrounds of the learners. Thus, issues relating to practical or real life 
situations would be of more relevance to the learners than abstract contents. Since 

adult learners are more matured, they have had more time to cultivate life 

experience and typically have a wider knowledge base. This implies that adult 

educator needs to take into cognizance that adult learners more diverse, especially in 

terms of backgrounds, experience levels and skill sets. Hence, to appeal to different 

adult learners, it is often best to include a variety of instructional contents. 

Assumption 4-Self-Concept: In applying this assumption, the facilitator should create 
learning experiences that offer minimum instruction and maximum autonomy. 
Thus, in designing adults’ learning contents, it should be done in a way that offers 

guidance and help to the learners while giving them tools and resources needed to 

learn on their own terms. Adult learners acquire new information and build upon 

existing knowledge much more effectively if they are encouraged to explore a topic 

on their own. While younger learners might need to be guided through the learning 

process, mature learners will typically get more out of the experience if they are able 

to work autonomously. This might come in the form of self-study or group 

collaboration projects that involve minimal instructor intervention. As such, the 

adult learners will have to explore the activity on their own and decide which 

benefits and information they can take away from the eLearning experience. 

Assumption 5 (Motivation to Learn): Motivation is very key to adult learners. As such, 

every facilitator of adult learners will need to motivate them to learn. There are 

different ways in which an adult learner can be motivated. First, the learning 

contents or the subject matter must be relevant, functional and pragmatic. Once this 

is done, the inner drive of the adult learner is already propelled. Second, the physical 

learning environment has to be assuring. That is, it should conducive, safe and 

secured for the learners. Third, the emotional and psychological environment has to 

be conducive too. Adult learners will always cherish an emotional and psychological 

atmosphere which is characterized by mutual love, care and respect. Finally, an 

adult learner would not want to be openly corrected. Thus, every adult educator 

should ensure that the learners are not open rejected even if he/she seems to be 

struggling to cope with subject matter under discussion.  

In the process of applying andragogical approach to teaching the adult learner, an adult 

facilitator/educator should ensure conducive learning climate for the learners. This is 

attained by giving attention to the physical environment, creating system of supportiveness 

and mutual respect between the learner (s) and the facilitator. More specifically, Wood 

(2010) maintained that the application of andragogical approach would entail the following 

steps and tasks:  
 

i.  Involvement of the adult learners in diagnosing their own needs for learning. This is 

very key because adult learners know their needs better up than any other person and 

as such, the act of involving them in the identification or diagnosis of their needs 

propels their inner drive to learning reading and commitment.  

ii.  Involving learners in formulating their learning objectives or goals. Having carefully 

involved the learners in diagnosing their needs, it is very instructive to engage them 

on how to go about meeting their needs. 
 



 

Journal of Educational Realities-JERA 
pISSN 2536-6661, eISSN 2536-6653 Vol.11, No.1, April/June, 2021 

A Publication of University of Uyo, Nigeria 

ISSN 2536-6661 (Print), ISSN 2536-6653 (Online) 7 

 

Benchmark Journals 

iii.  Involvement of the learners in mutual planning of the learning experience or contents 

aimed at meeting the identified needs. 
 

iv.  Involvement of the learners in designing learning plans. Once both the learners and 

the facilitator have decided on what to do, who will, when and how, there should be 

a design or framework on ground.  
 

v.  Helping the learners to carry out their learning plans. Since adults are experiential in 

nature, self-directed and self-motivated, what a facilitator needs is to guide the 

learners; thereby allowing them to be generate or construct their knowledge. 
 

vi.  Involvement of the learners in evaluating their learning outcome. It is important for 

the learners to have sound idea of their performance by way of feedback at the end of 

the learning process. Thus, in applying andragogical instructional delivery approach, 

self-evaluation by the learners is highly encouraged and appropriate. This can take 

the form of formative or summative pending on the intent or purpose of the 

evaluation. At the end of the evaluation process, adults who need special attention 

should be given attention. Report of the evaluation should be made confidential as 

much as possible in order not to demoralize the other learner. 
 

Commenting on the application of andragogy to the teaching of adult learners, 

Clement (2014), posited that the nature of the adult learner being characterized by 

experience, self-motivation, learning readiness and positive self-concept must be taken into 

cognizance the adult facilitator. Clement therefore, submitted that the physical, emotional 

and psychological learning should be first made safe and secured for the learners and the 

learners themselves must perceive the said environment to be physically, emotionally and 

psychologically safe and secured. Clement also emphasized on participative needs 

assessment by both the facilitator and the learners. In his view, the learners are to champion 

the course of the needs assessment; as they tend to be more conversant with their needs than 

an outsider. Learners should be adequately guided on how to work towards meeting their 

needs. In doing this, Clement admitted that mutual respect for the learners should be in 

focus. Instruction should be task-oriented and not characterized by root learning or 

memorization of learning activities. Instruction should also be geared towards knowledge 

generation or construction by the learners themselves rather than knowledge transfer from 

the facilitator to the learners. That is, instruction should allow learners to discover things and 

knowledge for themselves without depending on people. However, learners should be 

offered guidance and help when mistakes are made and this should be done with all sense of 

humility, care and love. 

Suggestions 

The following suggestions were made: 

1. Adult facilitators should be conversant with andragogical principles in order to 

enable them apply the principles more effectively.  

2. Adult facilitators should understand the nature of the adult learner for better 
interaction between the felicitators and the learners.  

Conclusion 

Different people learn in different ways based on their unique nature. Thus, the way and 

manner in which adults learn tend to differ from that of children; as the former’s learning 

is problem-centered, self-directed, experiential and pragmatic while the latter learns by transfer 

of knowledge, imposition of learning contents etc. Proper understanding of the nature of adult 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Problem
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learners in terms of self-concept, previous experience, learning readiness, orientation to learning 

and motivation to learn independently will greatly guide an adult facilitator towards logical and 

rational application of andragogical instructional approach. Therefore, there is need for those 

who guide adult learners to be conversant with the concept of andragogy, its assumptions, 

principles and application for optimum realizations of the needs and yearnings of the learners. 
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