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About the
Training Basics Series

STD’s Training Basics series recognizes and, in some ways, celebrates the fast-

paced, ever-changing reality of organizations today. Jobs, roles, and expecta-
tions change quickly. One day you might be a network administrator or a process
line manager, and the next day you might be asked to train 50 employees in basic
computer skills or to instruct line workers in quality processes.

Where do you turn for help? The ASTD Training Basics series is designed to be
your one-stop solution. The series takes a minimalist approach to your learning
curve dilemma and presents only the information you need to be successful. Each
book in the series guides you through key aspects of training: giving presentations,
making the transition to the role of trainer, designing and delivering training, and
evaluating training. The books in the series also include some advanced skills such
as performance and basic business proficiencies.

The ASTD Training Basics series is the perfect tool for training and performance
professionals looking for easy-to-understand materials that will prepare non-trainers
to take on a training role. In addition, this series is the perfect reference tool for any
trainer’s bookshelf and a quick way to hone your existing skills.






Preface

Il people learn in pretty much the same way, right? Wrong! Research, theory,

practice, and philosophy over many years indicate that people may learn in dif-
ferent ways and may even change how they learn. Children tend to be willing to lis-
ten to adults give them information that may not have immediate application. But
adults have traditionally been regarded as being much less patient and much more
prone to focus on immediate application. They want to know why new information
is worth knowing and how to use it.

Since many trainers and other learning professionals are promoted internally
within their organizations, they may lack a solid grounding in adult learning theory,
practice, and principles. That can cause problems. There is more to training others
than simply throwing grab bags of facts at them. Good trainers should possess an
excellent grasp of how to train adults, how training adults is different from training
children, and how training older adults may differ from training younger adults.

But what is an adult, and what is an adult learner? Who should read this book?
This preface answers these questions, provides chapter-by-chapter highlights to indi-
cate what issues are treated in which chapters, provides an overview of visual icons
that are used throughout the book to emphasize key points, and acknowledges the
contributions of others who have contributed to this book.

What Is an Adult, and What Is an Adult Learner?
Any book about adult learning should start off with some kind of answers to the
questions “What is an adult?” and “What is an adult learner?”

The term adult usually means someone who has reached maturity. Of course,
there can be a difference between being mature and being of legal age. We sometimes
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hear people say, “Act your age” to admonish someone to act more mature. Legal age
varies by culture and even by location. The key issue in legal age is the age at which
an individual may enter into a contract. That is not the same everywhere in the
world—or even in every state in the United States.

An adult learner, on the other hand, usually implies someone who engages in
learning beyond the traditional age of school attendance. Of course, even what is
regarded as “traditional school age” can vary. It has been getting older as the U.S.
population ages and there are fewer “traditional school-age people” (from ages 7 to
17 for high school and ages 17 to 21 for college). “Average school age” has been on
the increase in the United States as people find that a plethora of college graduates
leads to a need for higher educational levels to be competitive in the entry-level job
market.

But there are several important fallacies to address right at the outset of any book
on adult learning. First, while adults may share some things in common, it is a mis-
take to generalize that all adult learners are the same. They are not. Second, while it
is popular to point out generational differences in working and learning styles, the
reality is that too little empirical research has been done to indicate differences
among so-called Gen X, Gen Y, Gen Z, and all the other various age groups in
today’s labor market. Care must be taken in making sweeping generalizations about
people, since the research to support it is not strong enough to do so with certainty.
Third, as the U.S. and global working populations age, interest will increasingly shift
from a focus on differences between teaching children and adults to differences
among teaching children, adults, and older adults. An older adult is an individual

beyond traditional retirement age. Some authorities even distinguish among the

“young old” (65-75), the “old” (76-85), and the “old old” (86 and up).

Who Should Read This Book?

This book is written for anyone who has occasion to teach, train, coach, or mentor
adults or to facilitate groups of adults working together. The audience for this group
thus may include

subject matter experts
managers

learning professionals
HR professionals.



Preface

It is important to emphasize that the vast majority of learning occurs on the job.
Hence, supervisors, managers, or executives have important roles to play in devel-
oping their staff on the job. Being aware of adult learning theory and practice can
improve efforts to manage and develop staff members in real time while, at the same
time, getting the daily work accomplished.

Chapter-by-Chapter Highlights

Each chapter in this book is intended to contribute to your success as a learning pro-
fessional who trains, educates, develops, and facilitates adult learning. Here is a sum-
mary of the nine chapters:

Chapter 1—“Understanding and Applying Adult Learning Theory” emphasizes
the importance of this book and why you should care about it.

Chapter 2—“Using Theory to Design More Effective Training” attempts to
answer an age-old question, summarizing what is known about learning theory.

Chapter 3—“Leveraging Adult Learner Differences” summarizes unique issues
in learning theory as they apply to adults in workplace settings.

Chapter 4—“Engaging Boomer, Gen X, and Gen Y Learners” seeks to avoid the
mistake of generalizing about all adult learning theory. But it does examine some
unique differences that may result in learning style and the emergence of different
categories of learners.

Chapter 5—“Managing Cultural Differences in Learners” examines cultural
issues as they affect adult learners.

Chapter 6—“Making Learning Environment a Key to Success” examines how
the learning climate, including the support or lack of support adult learners receive,
affects their learning experience.

Chapter 7—"“Putting Technology to Work for Learners” describes how instruc-
tional technology can affect adult learning. The chapter reviews the so-called digital
divide.

Chapter 8—“Using Proven Facilitation Techniques to Drive Learning” offers
suggestions on facilitating adult learning in various settings—on site, online, and in
other formats.

Chapter 9—“Reading the Future of Adult Learning: Seven Hopeful Predictions”
invites the reader to consider various trends that may affect future adult learners.
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Look for These Icons
This book strives to make it easy for you to understand and apply its lessons. Icons

throughout this book help you identify key points.
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What's Inside This Chapter
Each chapter opens with a summary of the topics addressed in the chap-
ter. You can use this reference to find the areas that interest you most.

Think About This

These are helpful tips for how to use the tools and techniques presented
in the chapter.

Basic Rules
These rules cut to the chase. They represent important concepts and
assumptions that form the foundation of adult learning.

Noted

This icon calls out additional information.

Getting It Done

The final section of each chapter supports your ability to take the con-
tent of that chapter and apply it to your situation. Sometimes this sec-
tion contains a list of questions for you to ponder. Sometimes it is a
self-assessment tool. And sometimes it is a list of action steps you can

take to enhance your facilitation.
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Understanding and Applying
Adult Learning Theory

;@@ What's Inside This Chapter

In this chapter, you'll learn:

How this book can help you to improve your success in
teaching, training, developing, and coaching adult learners
Why knowing how adults learn is important

How #raining and learning difter

How learning can affect organizational and individual success.

Most people who work as learning professionals are transferred into it or are pro-
moted into their jobs. They do not possess formal degrees in employee training,
human resource development, human performance improvement, or workplace
learning and performance (WLP). Most are still not certified professionals in learn-
ing and performance. And yet awareness of learning—and how to make it better—
is fundamental, and essential, to the work of people in the WLP field. By analogy,
medicine is based on a fundamental understanding of human anatomy, and WLP is
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based on a fundamental understanding of human learning. For learning profession-
als, learning is a critically important means to the end of improving performance.

The same principle applies to managers. Learning is embedded in everything
workers do to achieve results on their jobs. While it may not be acknowledged as
such, learning has to do with investigating problems, finding solutions, serving cus-
tomers, and performing work on a daily basis. Managers have a critically important
role to play in staff development, and learning is an important factor in cultivating
talented workers for the future.

This book is intended to be a practical primer on adult learning. It is meant to
help trainers and learning professionals improve how effectively they do their jobs
in using learning to achieve results (performance). It can also provide managers
with useful information on what they should know about adult learning. Learning
is really at the heart of what people in the WLP field do. It is also at the heart of
what most managers must know how to do today if they are to get results from
their people, grow talent for the future, and facilitate innovation that leads to com-
petitive advantage.

Why Knowing How Adults Learn Is Important
Most of who we are as human beings is learned; most of what we can do as human
beings is also learned. Not surprisingly, then, most of what we do in the world of
work has something to do with learning. While some people continue to see a sharp
divide between the world of formal schooling and the world of work, lifelong edu-
cation and lifelong learning have become a reality. As a result of the World Wide
Web, all human knowledge now turns over about once every five years—and the
half-life of knowledge is falling. A day will come in our lifetimes when all human
knowledge will turn over several times while an individual progresses through ele-
mentary school, middle school, high school, college, and graduate school. In fact,
some authorities would argue that day has already arrived when all engineering
knowledge turns over even as a typical student progresses through an engineering
degree; all medical knowledge turns over during the years that a physician undergoes
schooling and practical training; and all legal knowledge turns over even as a lawyer-
in-training pursues a juris doctorate and passes the bar exam.

To discover opportunities and solve problems in today’s fast-paced, dynamic,
knowledge-based business world where everything can change suddenly, workers
must use their heads and not (as in the agricultural or industrial age) their hands.
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The information age means that workers are devoting most of their time to acquir-
ing, analyzing, and using information in their daily work. That means they must
learn to solve practical work-related problems, often in real time.

But how much formal schooling or training has the average manager (or worker)
had about learning? Typically, the answer is “very little to none.” Teaching principles
of adult learning is not embedded in business school curricula or emphasized in busi-
ness school classes. And yet knowing how to coach, mentor, and direct people to
achieve results is central to what managers (and workers) do. Finding, developing,
and retaining talent is foundational to an organization’s competitive success. And
meeting these challenges means that the typical manager must know about adult
learning. Learning is also foundational to the success of a worker. But most people
have not been given instruction on effective ways to learn.

q

§;
Think About This

How could people be trained to learn? Organizations have made efforts to improve the
quality of on-the-job learning (OJL). Is it possible to train people to learn how to learn bet-
ter? It may be. Think about adding a module to your organization’s onboarding program to
encourage people to take initiative to learn—and give them practice in taking the initiative
to do that.

How Training and Learning Differ
Training is something done to others. It “pushes” knowledge, skills, and attitudes
that are essential to successful work performance. Training changes individuals so
that they can get better work results as quickly as possible. It is a short-term, indi-
vidually oriented change strategy intended to improve a worker’s job performance.
But learning is something that individuals do on their own. It is a “pull” strategy.
Learners “pull” knowledge, skills, and attitudes from others so that they can be
successful.
In fact, learning may be as natural for human beings as breathing. Research by
Allen Tough (1971) revealed that the typical adult undertakes learning projects to
solve real-time work or life problems. Tough concluded that “almost everyone
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undertakes at least one or two major learning efforts a year, and some individuals
undertake as many as 15 to 20. The median is eight learning projects a year, involv-
ing eight distinct areas of knowledge and skill” (p. 1). Learners devote from eight
to 16 hours on each project. Some people exceeded 2,000 hours in the amount of
time they devoted to learning during a six-month period. Tough discovered that
learning projects are usually undertaken to master a specific knowledge or skill in
anticipation of a work or life need. Most learning projects were directly related to
the learners’ occupations. Tough found that, in about 75 percent of learning proj-
ects, learners assumed most or all responsibility for planning the learning. But these
projects are so natural that most people do not even think of them as learning proj-
ects, but rather as just part of everyday life.

s ~+-| Basic Rule 1
Training should not be confused with learning. While training is a means
to the end of learning, they are simply not the same thing.

A simple example may serve to emphasize this point. Suppose an individual
wants to save money. Gas prices increase, and the person seeks a less expensive way
to get to work than by driving a car. That is a real-life problem—and one that many
people can relate to at a time when gas prices are skyrocketing. To solve the prob-
lem, the individual ponders this question: What are some less expensive ways to get
to work? The person may then search for information to solve the problem. She
may ask her co-workers how they are solving this problem. She may consult the
web for ideas to solve the problem. She may look into public transport, trying to
find out how easily accessible it is and how much its cost might compare to the cost
of a daily drive to work. This simple example is meant to illustrate how learning
and problem solving go together. It is thus an example of what Tough would call a
learning project. Note that the person must be motivated to learn and must see a
reason for doing so.

The same thing happens on the job—sometimes many times daily. A customer
calls in with a question. The worker taking the call does not know the answer. To
help the customer, the worker tries to find the answer to the question and relay it
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back to the customer. By doing so, the worker is also learning how to field that ques-
tion from future customers and may even discover that the organization has not
done a good job in addressing the issue that the customer is asking about. That is

also a learning project.

How Learning Can Impact Organizational and Individual
Success

If learning is about mastering useful knowledge, skills, and attitudes to achieve
results, then it is central to organizational and individual success. Neither organiza-
tions nor individuals can adapt to change—or take advantage of future opportuni-
ties—if they lack the requisite knowledge, skills, and attitudes. As a result, learning
is a very important means to the end of performing.

In recent years, much attention has been focused on demonstrating the impact
or the return-on-investments in training. But less attention has been focused on
demonstrating the impact or return-on-investments in learning. One reason may be
that measuring the value of learning may be even more daunting than measuring the
value of training. Participation in training can be identified. It is easy to count how
many people are sitting in training seats or are logged into online training. And if
the training is planned, it is easy to see what people have been taught to do by con-
sulting the measurable instructional objectives. However, it remains to be seen
whether they apply what they have been taught back on the job and what measur-
able value the organization gains when they do that.

But learning is not always as obvious. Much learning is informal. The fruits of
organizational learning are embedded in taken-for-granted aspects of corporate
culture. Culture has to do with the unspoken assumptions about the right and
wrong ways to do things. Where did those assumptions come from? The answer is
usually “from experience,” and that experience is registered in the memories of
individuals and in the relics of organizational life (such as policies and procedures).
Experience is valued because it is the result of learning. While the value of learn-
ing from experience seems obvious, it is more difficult to measure. Whose experi-
ence is important? How is experience applied? What do people do with it, and how
do they creatively apply what has been learned from experience to new situations?

While measurement difficulties may be apparent in noting the impact of
learning on performance, it is clear that individuals—and organizations—usually
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become more efficient and effective as they gain experience. It is the learning that

stems from experience that makes them more efficient and effective. There seems

to be little doubt that learning can and does have an impact on organizational and

individual performance.

v

Getting It Done

Chapter 1 emphasized the importance of learning on performance and
how learning is embedded in the work experience. Here are some ques-
tions to help you develop a mindset for the application of the principles
you will learn in the succeeding chapters.

Consider how learning influences your daily work. Can you list some ways this

influence is manifested?

1.

How might you measure learning’s impact on your own performance?

How might your learning affect the performance of your organization?




