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Abstract: Adult education occupies an increasingly central place in
contemporary  societies  confronted — with  rapid
technological change, extended working lives, and the
growing demand for continuous reskilling and upskilling.
This article examines the theoretical foundations and
empirical evidence that underpin effective practice in adult
education and distils them into a coherent set of strategies
for practitioners, curriculum designers, and policy makers.
Drawing on andragogical theory, experiential and
transformative learning frameworks, social learning
perspectives, and self-efficacy theory, the article argues
that adult learning is most effective when it is learner-
centred, experience-based, reflective, socially situated, and
attentive to the motivational architecture of adult learners.
1t further reviews global evidence on participation patterns
and persistent inequities in access to adult learning
opportunities, and it discusses the implications of this
evidence for programme design. To support comparison
and application, the article integrates four summary tables
and two original figures alongside a synthesis of eight
interlocking strategies—ranging from learner-centred
curriculum design to technology-enhanced and blended
delivery—intended to help institutions unlock the potential
of adult learners across diverse educational and
professional contexts.
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Introduction

The twenty-first century has redefined the boundaries of formal
education. Where learning was once conceived primarily as a
preparatory phase preceding adult working life, it is now widely
understood as a continuous, lifelong process that accompanies
individuals through successive career transitions, technological
disruptions, and personal transformations. This shift has elevated adult
education from a marginal field of practice to a strategic priority for
governments, employers, and civil society organisations alike.

Despite this growing prominence, adult education remains a distinct
and demanding field of practice, one that cannot simply borrow its
methods from child and adolescent pedagogy. Adult learners arrive in
educational settings with accumulated experience, established
identities, competing responsibilities, and often deeply held
assumptions about themselves as learners. Effective adult education
therefore requires a deliberate theoretical grounding and a repertoire of
strategies calibrated to these distinctive characteristics.

This article addresses two interconnected questions. First, what do
established theories of adult learning—andragogy, experiential
learning, transformative learning, social learning, and self-efficacy
theory—reveal about how adults learn most effectively? Second, what
do these theories, together with available empirical and policy
evidence, imply for the design and delivery of adult education
programmes? The article proceeds in four parts. The first part reviews
the principal theoretical frameworks that have shaped the field and
compares them systematically. The second part examines research
evidence on participation, access, and outcomes in adult learning and
education, illustrated with original data visualisation. The third part
translates this theoretical and empirical foundation into eight concrete
strategies, summarised in an implementation matrix. The final part
discusses implications for policy and practice and offers concluding
remarks.

Theoretical Foundations of Adult Education

Contemporary adult education draws on a plurality of theoretical
traditions that, taken together, offer a multidimensional account of how
adults learn. This section reviews six of the most influential
frameworks: andragogy, self-directed learning, experiential learning,
transformative learning, social learning within communities of
practice, and self-efficacy theory.

Andragogy: Knowles's Assumptions of the Adult Learner
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The term andragogy was popularised in the English-speaking world by
Malcolm Knowles, who proposed it as a counterpart to pedagogy and
as a distinct art and science of helping adults learn (Knowles, 1980).
Knowles articulated a set of assumptions about adult learners that
distinguished them from children: adults move from a dependent self-
concept toward a self-directed one; they accumulate a growing
reservoir of life experience that becomes an increasingly rich resource
for learning; their readiness to learn becomes oriented to the
developmental tasks of their social roles; their orientation to learning
shifts from subject-centredness toward problem-centredness; and, as
they mature, their motivation to learn becomes increasingly internal
rather than externally imposed (Knowles, 1984). These five
assumptions, later elaborated further with Holton and Swanson,
continue to serve as a foundational reference point for adult education
practice (Knowles et al., 2011). Table 1 contrasts these assumptions
with the corresponding assumptions of the traditional, child-oriented
pedagogical model from which andragogy was intentionally
differentiated.

Pedagogical Model (Child- | Andragogical Model (Adult-
Oriented) Oriented)

Learner is dependent; teacher Learner moves toward self-
Self-concept directs what, when, and how direction and expects to take
learning occurs. responsibility for decisions.

Learner's accumulated
experience is a rich resource
for learning, for self and
others.

Learner's experience is of
limited value; the teacher's
experience counts most.

Role

experience

Readiness develops from real-
life tasks and developmental
social roles.

Readiness to = Readiness is dictated by age
learn and a standardised curriculum.

. . Subject-centred; content is | Problem-centred; content is
Orientation

learning

organised by logic of the | organised around real-life
subject matter. application.

Motivation is largely external ~Motivation is largely internal
Motivation (grades, approval, parental (self-esteem, quality of life,
pressure). curiosity).

Note. Adapted from the andragogical assumptions described in
Knowles (1980, 1984) and Knowles, Holton, and Swanson (2011).

Tabel 1. Comparison of Pedagogical and Andragogical Assumptions About
the Learner
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Andragogical theory has not been without critics, who have questioned
whether its assumptions constitute a genuine theory or a set of loosely
related prescriptive guidelines, and whether the child—adult dichotomy
it proposes is as sharp in practice as the model suggests. Nonetheless,
its core insight—that adult learners bring self-direction, experience,
and pragmatic motivation to the learning encounter—remains broadly
accepted and continues to inform curriculum and instructional design
across sectors.

Self-Directed Learning

Closely related to andragogy is the construct of self-directed learning,
which describes the capacity of adult learners to diagnose their own
learning needs, formulate goals, identify resources, select and
implement appropriate strategies, and evaluate outcomes, often with
the guidance rather than the direction of an instructor (Merriam &
Caffarella, 1999). Self-directed learning is not synonymous with
learning in isolation; rather, it denotes a disposition toward autonomy
and initiative that can be exercised within highly structured
programmes as well as informal settings. Merriam and Caffarella's
comprehensive synthesis of adult learning theory situates self-direction
as both a personal attribute that varies across individuals and a
pedagogical goal that programmes can deliberately cultivate through
scaffolding, choice, and reflective practice.

Experiential Learning

David Kolb's experiential learning theory offers a process-oriented
account of how experience is transformed into knowledge. Kolb
proposed a four-stage cycle comprising concrete experience, reflective
observation, abstract conceptualisation, and active experimentation,
through which learners continuously test and refine their understanding
against new experience (Kolb, 1984). This cyclical model, illustrated in
Figure 1, has proven especially influential in adult and professional
education because it foregrounds the very resource that andragogical
theory identifies as central to adult learning: prior and ongoing
experience. Rather than treating experience as background context,
Kolb's model treats it as the raw material from which learning is
actively constructed through cycles of reflection and application.
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Concrete
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Kolb's
Experiential
Learning Cycle
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Observation

Active
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.

Figure 1. Kolb's (1984) experiential learning cycle, showing the recursive
movement from concrete experience through reflection and conceptualisation
to active experimentation.

Abstract
Conceptualisation

Transformative Learning

Jack Mezirow's theory of transformative learning extends the
discussion of adult learning beyond skill acquisition toward
fundamental shifts in the frames of reference through which adults
interpret their experience. Mezirow described transformative learning
as the process of becoming critically aware of the assumptions and
premises that structure one's understanding of the world, and of
revising those structures to become more inclusive, discriminating, and
open to alternative perspectives (Mezirow, 1991). Critical reflection on
one's own assumptions, together with rational discourse with others,
constitute the twin engines of this process. Building on Mezirow's
framework, Cranton (1994) developed practical guidance for educators
seeking to foster transformative learning, emphasising the role of
disorienting dilemmas, critical self-reflection, and supportive dialogue
in helping adult learners revise long-held beliefs and habits of mind.
Social Learning and Communities of Practice

A further strand of theory locates adult learning not primarily within
the individual mind but within social participation. Lave and Wenger's
concept of legitimate peripheral participation describes how
newcomers to a practice learn by gradually moving from the periphery
toward fuller participation in a community, acquiring not only skills
but also identity and belonging (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Wenger later
elaborated this perspective into a fuller theory of communities of
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practice, characterised by mutual engagement, a joint enterprise, and a
shared repertoire of resources, in which learning is understood as an
inherently social and situated process (Wenger, 1998). This perspective
is particularly relevant to workplace learning and professional
development, where much adult learning occurs informally through
participation in communities of colleagues rather than through formal
instruction.

Self-Efficacy and Motivation

Adult learners' motivation to engage with and persist in learning is
strongly shaped by their beliefs about their own capabilities. Albert
Bandura's theory of self-efficacy holds that individuals' judgments of
their capacity to organise and execute the courses of action required to
attain designated outcomes exert a powerful influence on their choice
of activities, effort, and persistence in the face of difficulty (Bandura,
1997). Bandura identified four principal sources of self-efficacy
beliefs, summarised together with their adult-education applications in

Table 2.

Source in Adult

Efficacy

Application
Education

Direct, successful | Sequence tasks from simple
Mastery performance of a task, the to complex so early activities
experiences most powerful source of | produce genuine, attainable

Vicarious

experiences

Verbal persuasion

Physiological and

affective states

efficacy belief.

Observing a similar peer
succeed at a comparable task.

Credible encouragement or
feedback from a trusted
source.

Interpretation  of  bodily
arousal (e.g., anxiety) as
threat or as engagement.

Note. Adapted from Bandura (1997).

SucCcCess.

Use peer demonstrations and
relatable role models rather
than only expert
demonstrations.

Provide specific, timely, and
honest feedback rather than
generic praise or criticism.

Normalise performance
anxiety and reframe arousal
as readiness rather than
failure.

Tabel 2. Bandura's Four Sources of Self-Efficacy and Their Applications in

Adult Education

For adult educators, this theory carries a direct practical implication:
learning experiences that are deliberately structured to provide early
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mastery experiences, credible modelling, and constructive feedback are
likely to strengthen learners' confidence and, in turn, their motivation
and performance.

Finally, no account of adult education theory would be complete
without acknowledging the critical pedagogy tradition associated with
Paulo Freire, whose work reframed education as a practice of freedom
rather than a neutral transmission of knowledge. Freire argued that
authentic education engages learners as active subjects in dialogue with
educators and with their own social reality, rather than as passive
recipients of a predetermined curriculum (Freire, 1970). This critical
and dialogical orientation continues to inform adult education efforts
aimed at literacy, civic participation, and social empowerment,
particularly in contexts marked by inequality and marginalisation.
Theoretical Frameworks at a Glance

Table 3 synthesises the six frameworks reviewed above, comparing
their key theorists, core focus, primary unit of analysis, and central
practical implication for programme design. The table is intended as a
quick-reference tool for practitioners selecting a theoretical lens
appropriate to a given learning goal.

Key Central Practical

Knowles Distinguishing Design problem-
Andragogy (1980, 1984) assumptions of adult = centred, learner-
’ vs. child learners directed curricula

Merriam & | Learner autonomy in | Build in learner
Caffarella diagnosing needs and | choice, scaffolding,
(1999) evaluating outcomes and reflection

Self-directed
learning

Cyclical

Experiential transformation of Alternate practice,
pet Kolb (1984) ) . reflection, and
learning experience into - lication
knowledge pp
Mezirow .. . .
. . ; Critical reflection that | Use disorienting
Transformative | (1991); . . .
. revises frames of | dilemmas and
learning Cranton ) o
) reference structured discourse
(1994)
Lave &
Social learning = Wenger Learning as situated Cultivate  mentoring
/ communities = (1991); participation in a and peer communities
of practice Wenger community beyond training events
(1998)
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Key Central Practical

Beliefs about one's | Sequence early
own capability drive | mastery experiences
motivation and credible modelling

Self-efficacy Bandura
theory (1997)

Table 3. Summary of Six Theoretical Frameworks in Adult Learning

Research Evidence on Adult Learning and Education

Beyond theoretical frameworks, a growing body of empirical and
policy-oriented research documents patterns of participation, persistent
inequities, and ongoing debates about the evidentiary basis of adult
education practice.

Global Participation Trends and Persistent Inequities

The UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning has, since 2009,
coordinated the Global Report on Adult Learning and Education
(GRALE), a recurring survey-based monitoring instrument that tracks
how United Nations Member States are implementing their
commitments regarding adult learning and education. The fifth report
in this series, published in 2022 and focused on citizenship education,
drew on data submitted by 159 countries and found that while
participation among women had improved in many contexts, the
populations that stand to benefit most from adult learning and
education continue to face the greatest barriers to access (UNESCO
Institute for Lifelong Learning, 2022). Specifically, approximately 60
percent of surveyed countries reported no improvement in participation
among people with disabilities, migrants, or incarcerated populations,
and nearly a quarter of countries reported a decline in participation
among rural populations and among older adults (UNESCO Institute
for Lifelong Learning, 2022). Figure 2 presents these three headline
indicators graphically.
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GRALE 5: Persistent Gaps in Adult Learning Participation (2019-2022)
Persons with disabilities,
migrants, or prisoners 60%
(no improvement)

Older adults

0,
(participation declined) 245

Rural populations

0,
(participation declined) 243

T T T T
10 20 30 40 50 60 70
Percentage of the 159 surveyed countries

o+

Source: UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning (2022), 5th Global Report on Adult Learning and Education.

Figure 2. Share of the 159 countries surveyed in GRALE 5 reporting no
improvement or a decline in adult learning participation, by population group.
Data from UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning (2022).

These findings underscore that expanding the availability of adult
education programmes is not, by itself, sufficient to ensure equitable
access; deliberate outreach and inclusive design are required to reach
historically underserved groups.

Methodological Reflections on Adult Education Research

Boeren and Rubenson (2022) offered a critical appraisal of the GRALE
monitoring project itself, evaluating it against an established
framework for assessing research quality along the dimensions of
credibility, contribution to practice, and communicability. Their
analysis highlighted both the considerable value of a sustained,
comparative, cross-national evidence base for adult education policy
and the methodological limitations inherent in survey-based, self-
reported national data, including variation in how countries define and
measure participation. This methodological caution is a useful
reminder that headline statistics on adult education participation should
be interpreted as indicative trends rather than precise measurements,
and that programme-level evaluation remains essential for
understanding what works in specific contexts.

Reflective and Critical Practice in Adult Education

A distinct strand of research and professional literature has focused on
the practice of teaching adults reflectively and critically. Brookfield
(1995, 2006) has argued that skilful adult teaching depends on
educators' willingness to view their practice through multiple lenses—
including learners' perspectives, colleagues' observations, and relevant
theory and research—in order to surface and question their own
assumptions about what constitutes effective teaching. This emphasis
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on critical reflection by educators complements Mezirow's and
Cranton's focus on critical reflection by learners, suggesting that
transformative and reflective practice operates at both levels of the
teaching and learning relationship. Taken together, this literature
suggests that programme quality in adult education depends not only
on curriculum design but on sustained professional reflection by those
who deliver it.

Strategies for Effective Adult Education

Translating the theoretical and empirical foundations reviewed above
into practice, this section proposes eight interlocking strategies for
designing and delivering effective adult education.

1. Design Learner-Centred Curricula

Consistent with andragogical theory, curricula for adult learners should
be organised around real-world problems and tasks rather than abstract
subject-matter sequences alone (Knowles, 1980; Knowles et al., 2011).
Needs assessments conducted prior to and during a programme allow
instructors to align content with learners' actual roles, goals, and prior
knowledge, thereby respecting adults' orientation toward problem-
centred, immediately applicable learning.

2. Leverage and Validate Prior Experience

Because adult learners bring a substantial reservoir of experience into
any learning encounter (Knowles, 1984), effective programmes
deliberately surface, validate, and build upon that experience rather
than treating learners as blank slates. Techniques such as case
discussion, peer teaching, and structured sharing of professional
experience allow prior knowledge to become a resource for the whole
group rather than an untapped asset.

3. Structure Learning Around Experiential Cycles

Kolb's experiential learning cycle (Kolb, 1984) suggests that adult
learning activities should move learners deliberately through concrete
experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation, and
active experimentation, rather than presenting concepts in isolation
from application. Simulations, role-play, supervised practice, and
structured debriefing sessions operationalise this cycle and help ensure
that new concepts are tested against, and integrated with, learners' own
experience.

4. Facilitate Critical Reflection and Transformative Learning
Where programme goals extend beyond skill acquisition toward deeper
shifts in perspective—as is often the case in leadership development,
intercultural education, or professional ethics training—educators can
draw on Mezirow's (1991) and Cranton's (1994) work by deliberately
introducing disorienting dilemmas, structured opportunities for critical
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self-reflection, and facilitated discourse in which learners can test
revised assumptions against the perspectives of others. Such
approaches require a climate of psychological safety in which learners
feel able to question long-held beliefs without fear of judgment.

5. Build Communities of Practice

Drawing on Lave and Wenger (1991) and Wenger (1998), programmes
benefit from deliberately cultivating ongoing communities of practice
that extend learning beyond discrete training events. Mentoring
structures, peer learning groups, and professional networks that persist
after formal instruction ends allow newcomers to move gradually from
peripheral to fuller participation in a shared practice, supporting both
skill development and professional identity formation.

6. Strengthen Learners' Self-Efficacy

Applying Bandura's (1997) self-efficacy framework detailed in Table
2, programme designers can sequence tasks to provide early, attainable
mastery experiences; incorporate credible peer models who
demonstrate successful performance; provide specific, constructive
verbal feedback; and help learners reinterpret performance anxiety as
engagement rather than threat. These design choices strengthen the
motivational foundation on which sustained adult engagement in
learning depends.

7. Address Barriers to Access and Equity

Evidence from the UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning (2022),
summarised in Figure 2, indicates that structural barriers continue to
limit participation among rural populations, older adults, migrants,
people with disabilities, and other underserved groups. Effective adult
education strategies therefore extend beyond instructional design to
encompass flexible scheduling, accessible physical and digital
infrastructure, targeted outreach, and, where appropriate, financial or
logistical support that reduces the practical costs of participation for
learners balancing education with work and family responsibilities.

8. Integrate Technology Thoughtfully in Blended Formats

Digital and blended formats can extend the reach of adult education,
particularly for learners for whom scheduling or geographic constraints
limit access to in-person provision. However, technology adoption
should be guided by the same andragogical and experiential principles
outlined above rather than treated as a substitute for sound pedagogical
design: asynchronous components work best when they support self-
directed pacing and reflection, while synchronous components can be
reserved for the discourse, feedback, and community-building
activities that benefit most from real-time interaction.

Strategy Implementation Matrix
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Table 4 consolidates the eight strategies with their primary theoretical
basis and a concrete example of implementation, offering practitioners
a single point of reference for programme design.

Strategy Theoretical Basis | Example Practice

Conduct a pre-programme needs
assessment; organise modules around
workplace problems rather than topic lists.

1. Learner- = Andragogy
centred curricula = (Knowles)

Open sessions with structured case-sharing
in which participants relate new content to
their own practice.

2. Leverage | Andragogy

prior experience | (Knowles)

Follow simulations or role-play with a
guided debrief that moves from observation
to abstraction to a new action plan.

3. Experiential = Experiential
cycles learning (Kolb)

Transformative
4. Critical | learning
reflection (Mezirow;

Cranton)

Introduce a case that challenges a common
assumption, then facilitate small-group
discourse on revised interpretations.

Social  learning = Establish post-programme peer mentoring
(Lave & Wenger; circles or alumni networks that continue
Wenger) meeting after formal sessions end.

5. Communities
of practice

Sequence an early low-stakes task with
guaranteed success before introducing more
demanding assessments.

6. Strengthen | Self-efficacy
self-efficacy theory (Bandura)

GRALE  equity =Offer flexible scheduling, subsidised
evidence participation, and outreach to underserved
(UNESCO, 2022)  rural or older-adult populations.

7. Address
access barriers

Andragogy and

3. Eiliced | @yeromiEl Use asynchronous modules for self-paced

content and reserve live sessions for
discussion and feedback.

technology use learning
combined

Table 4. Strategy Implementation Matrix: Theoretical Basis and Example
Practices

Implications for Practice and Policy

The theoretical and empirical evidence reviewed in this article carries
several implications for institutions and policy makers engaged in adult
education. First, programme quality depends on more than content
expertise; it requires deliberate attention to the andragogical,
experiential, and motivational dimensions of adult learning
summarised in Tables 1 through 3. Institutions that invest in the
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professional development of adult educators—particularly in reflective
practice, as emphasised by Brookfield (1995, 2006)—are likely to see
corresponding gains in programme effectiveness.

Second, the persistent participation gaps documented in Figure 2
(UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning, 2022) indicate that access-
oriented policy measures remain as important as pedagogical
refinement. Expanding the availability of high-quality adult education
programmes will not, on its own, close these gaps; deliberate, targeted
strategies of the kind listed in Table 4 are required to reach populations
that have historically been underserved.

Third, the methodological caution raised by Boeren and Rubenson
(2022) suggests that institutions should complement large-scale
participation monitoring with programme-level evaluation, allowing
them to assess not only whether adults are participating in learning
opportunities but whether those opportunities are producing the
intended developmental and professional outcomes.

Conclusion

Unlocking the potential of adult learners requires a deliberate synthesis
of theory, evidence, and practice. Andragogical theory establishes the
foundational assumptions that distinguish adult learners from younger
students; experiential and transformative learning theories describe the
processes through which adults construct and revise knowledge and
perspective; social learning theory situates this process within
communities and relationships; and self-efficacy theory illuminates the
motivational conditions under which adults choose to engage and
persist. Global evidence indicates that, notwithstanding genuine
progress, significant inequities in access to adult learning and
education persist and demand sustained policy attention. By integrating
learner-centred  design, experiential and reflective methods,
community-based learning structures, motivational scaffolding, and
equity-conscious access strategies—as consolidated in the comparative
tables and figures presented throughout this article—educators and
institutions can move closer to fulfilling the promise of adult education
as a genuine instrument of lifelong human development.
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