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Adult learning in the 21st century covers a wide range 
of learning methods and platforms that make acquiring 
new knowledge or skills both motivating and fun.

MAKE LEARNING   
          AGAIN
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Learning is a lifelong process. 
In today’s world, more and 
more adults are acquiring new 

knowledge and skills as part of their 
lifelong learning process to adapt to 
changing times.

For most adults, the reasons 
to pursue further study are a 
combination of a desire for self-
improvement, a need to learn specific 
skills and improve job possibilities or 
simply to enrich themselves.

Since the last century, an 
education system that is formal, 
uniformed and classroom-based has 
also continued to extend beyond 
schooling and into adult education, 
says Professor Dr Alvin Ng Lai Oon, a 
professor and associate dean of the 
School of Medical and Life Sciences 
at Sunway University. 

“This persisted till the end of the 
20th century which saw the world 
enter the third industrial revolution—
the digital revolution—where work 
was increasingly computer-centric 
and learning evolved towards online 
platforms,” he says. 

ADULT LEARNING IN A DIGITAL AGE
With technological advancements, 
much of the knowledge we seek can 
be found in cyberspace, making the 
world more connected than ever 
before, thus facilitating easier access 
to learning.

“You now have personal 
development courses that are 
online, as opposed to in-person night 
and weekend classes,” says Prof 
Alvin. “Delivery methods have also 
evolved with advancements in the 
scholarship of teaching and learning.

At the same time, technology has 
improved access to learning. There’s 
less need for mobility and online 
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platforms make learning more 
convenient, flexible and in a way, 
cheaper. 

However, the drawbacks are 
having less personal engagement 
with the instructor and co-learners. 
Other disadvantages include 
the lack of physical activity and 
sensory experiences that also 
play a role in the development of 
knowledge and skills. 

“Problems of the world are 
more complex and continuing 
to rapidly evolve, requiring quick 
problem solving involving multiple 
agencies. Traditional formal 
learning is unable to keep up with 
the current pace, which is why 
there is a strong need for lifelong 
learning and breaking the mould 
of being confined to a certain 
specialist discipline,” he says.

Evidently, the process of 
gaining knowledge and expertise 
unique to adults is quite different 
from what is taught in schools 
and colleges. As an adult learner, 
knowing your learning style and 

understanding your strengths 
and weaknesses can help you 
become a successful learner. 

On the other hand, Prof Alvin 
says barriers to learning can 
come in many forms—from 
personal attitudes to work 
and familial factors, financial 
resources, and access to learning 
platforms. A fixed mindset or fear 
of new knowledge, as well as 
the lack of critical thinking and 
creativity, are also factors that 
hinder learning. 

METHODS OF LEARNING
The methods and principles 

used in adult education is known 
as andragogy, popularised by 
American educationist Malcolm 
Knowles. This idea is basically 
about being self-driven for 
personal development when 
learning.

“Experiences that can provide 
a greater depth in learning can 
bring on transformation,” says  
Prof Alvin. 

Self-learning helps the learner 
take ownership and control over 
their learning. This facilitates 
personal motivation to learn 
new knowledge and skills. It’s 
something that is also found to 
be helpful in children, with the 
whole focus on personal mastery 
through experience. 

When software engineer Ryan 
Lee gave his TED Talk a few years 
ago, he was a fifteen-year-old 
kid who had taught himself 
to code and create websites 
and apps. The way he teaches 
himself new things is by having 
something very specific that 

As an adult 
learner, knowing 

your learning style 
and understanding 
your strengths and 
weaknesses can 

help you become a 
successful learner.
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WAYS TO MOTIVATE 
ADULTS TO LEARN
In her book, neurologist 
Judy Willis showed how fun 
experiences increase levels 
of dopamine, endorphins, and 
oxygen—all things that promote 
learning. 

Fun has a positive effect on 
a learner’s motivation levels, 
determining what we learn 
and how much we retain. 
Learning requires repetition 
and dedication, and if the 
experience is fun, learners will 
stay curious and keep coming 
back for more.

Whether it’s employee, 
client or partner training, it’s 
crucial that your organisation 
has a plan to encourage high 
learner motivation so that your 
audience engages with the 
training and your program is a 
success.

Here are 10 best-practice 
tips to having motivated, 
engaged learners.

Source: Efrontlearning.com: `Eight Tips for Motivating Adults to Learn’

6 APPEAL TO DIFFERENT  
LEARNING PREFERENCES
Learning should cater to different 

preferences. While some learn better 
through visual materials like graphics  
and presentations, others find workshops 
or videos keep them engaged for  
longer. Some adults might prefer live, 
scheduled learning activities, while  
others are motivated by a more flexible 
timetable that allows them to learn at  
their own pace.

7 MAKE LEARNING FUN  
WITH GAMES
One way to make learning fun 

for adults is by gamifying learning. 
Recognising small wins, fostering 
competition, and introducing curiosity into 
the learning experience using tools like 
badges, leader boards, and certificates 
can help motivate adults to learn. 

9 OFFER REGULAR  
CONSTRUCTIVE FEEDBACK
Feedback can be real-time 

quantitative feedback that helps adults 
to measure their learning progress and 
refocus on the areas that need extra 
attention. It works when the feedback 
is constructive, practical, and tailored 
to the individual learner. Feedback can 
also come from different perspectives—
self-assessment, peer-assessment, and 
feedback from a mentor or leader.

8 CREATE A COMMUNITY  
OF LEARNING
Build communities and 

integrate social media into 
learning. You can facilitate group 
discussions and communities, and 
make learning fun using online 
learning tools like discussion 
forums, chats, and live workshops 
to create opportunities for learning 
through collaboration, debate, 
and teamwork. Group projects can 
also be a great way to motivate 
teams to work together.
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1 MAKE LEARNING TRULY RELEVANT 
The key is to make learning 
relevant by drawing on real-life 

scenarios and storytelling as well as case 
studies that adult learners can relate to. 
If the scenarios can be linked to their 
career goals, the motivation to learn 
from training is just about guaranteed.

2 PROVIDE OPPORTUNITIES FOR 
EXPLORATORY LEARNING
Learning activities that require 

decision making and problem solving 
are some ways of motivating learners 
to explore. Adults need to be involved 
in active rather than passive learning, 
and with exploration, an open mind to 
try new ideas can lead to creativity and 
innovations. 

3 EMPHASISE ON PRACTICAL 
KNOWLEDGE
A course for adults should 

provide immediate relevance to the 
solution of real-world problems with 
learning materials that can be put into 
practice rather than those that focus on 
extraneous facts and theories. Encourage 
adults to think either by providing them 
with brainteasers or asking thought-
provoking questions.

4 BE EMOTIONALLY INVOLVED   
Adult learners are emotionally 
involved, therefore materials 

can include case studies and real-
life stories that tap into memories 
or experiences. This is because 
emotion has a substantial influence on 
the cognitive processes in humans that 
include memory, reasoning and problem 
solving, and also their attention spans.

5 MAKE LEARNING CONVENIENT 
AND ACCESSIBLE
Make learning opportunities 

available on online platforms such as 
social media and on multiple devices. 
Structure learning as bite-sized chunks 
of information (like short videos or 
infographics) that can be easily 
consumed.
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he wants to accomplish with 
his newly acquired knowledge. 
Each time Ryan embarks on a 
new self-learning adventure, he’s 
highly motivated because he 
knows exactly what he wants to 
accomplish with the knowledge 
and skills that he’s acquiring.

Prof Alvin says emotions are 
very powerful as they define the 
way a human being thinks and 
our learning biases. According 
to researchers in the field of 
psychology, adult learning is 
influenced by emotions. Their 
experiences in the past either 
create impending emotions or 
motivating emotions towards 
learning something.

Likewise, incorporating multiple 
sensory experiences into a 
lesson can make the lesson more 
meaningful and memorable, 
according to Dr Tesia Marshik, 
a psychology professor at 
University of Wisconsin-La Crosse. 
For example, if you are learning 
about the sound that a musical 
instrument makes, listen to the 
instrument (auditory); watch 

someone play the instrument 
(visual); and hold the instrument 
and see what sounds you can 
make with it (kinaesthetic).

MAKING LEARNING FUN
In 2014, Carl Hooker, an educator 
and the founder of learning 
festival LearnFestATX (formerly 
known as iPadpalooza), stumbled 
upon an idea that may change 
the way adult learning takes 
place.

He organised a three-day 
‘learning festival’ where attendees 
were encouraged to create 
teams that would take part in a 
36-hour challenge known as the 
APPmazing Race.

The idea behind this concept 
is that learning takes place 

When business coach and author 
Josh Kaufman and his wife had 
their first child, he would never 
have time to learn anything new. 
So, he decided to find a way to 
learn skills fast. His goal was to 
master a few skills and go from 
being grossly incompetent at 
those things, to being reasonably 
good, in as little time as possible. 
He discovered that this took  
20 hours.

He laid out these four steps for 
rapid skill acquisition in his book, 
The First 20 Hours: How to Learn 
Anything . . . Fast!.

everywhere and anywhere, and it 
should not be limited to individual 
sessions during an event. 

Over 40 teams took part in the 
APPmazing Race which ranged 
from taking selfies with vendors to 
creating a digital poster of what 
they ate from food trailers. Each 
challenge required technology 
and combined collaboration, 
interaction, problem-solving, 
movement, and creation all at 
once.

Adults, as with children, learn 
best when there’s a fun element  
to their learning objectives. There  
is no one particular learning  
style that is best, as long as the  
learning approaches are dynamic 
and evolving. 

“The suitability of platforms 
for adult learning is dependent 
on many factors including the 
learner’s experiences, aptitude  
and environment, the efficacy  
of the platform, the type of  
learning material, and if there’s  
an instructor,” says Prof Alvin.

In terms of learning modes, 
gamification is becoming more 

THE CURIOUS 
PERSON’S 
GUIDE TO 
LEARNING 
ANYTHING 
FAST

“For learning to  
be fun, it should take 

place everywhere 
and should not be 

limited to individual 
sessions.”
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popular, common and preferred. 
Learning, combined with some 
elements of entertainment, 
especially humour, improves 
retention because the feeling 
of excitement and fun lead to 
curiosity and interest. 

“In gamification, adult learners 
are engaged in activities usually 
in groups, working towards a 
specific goal, which is usually 
a solution to a real-world 
problem,” he says. “This provides 
a sense of achievement and the 
achievements serve as intrinsic 
motivators for learners to excel 
in their studies without expecting 
any real-life physical rewards.”

Nevertheless, Prof Alvin says  
the approaches would depend 
on the types of competencies  
to be taught, and other factors 
such as contents, technology,  
and delivery. 

He also points out the 
effectiveness of using video for 
learning, as suggested by recent 
studies, especially when it is in the 
form of edutainment.

“Video instructions tend to 

replicate some form of passive 
engagement or interaction with 
some form of ‘human touch’—
where the learner gets to view 
another person or a hear a 
person’s voice, as opposed  
to reading words off a page,”  
he says.

Learning without laughter, 
entertainment, fun, and 
excitement would be grey 
and downright dull. Life’s too 
short for boring! When internal 
factors are at play, like a 
desire to achieve a sense of 
accomplishment, or outside 
factors encourage us to learn, 
like meeting a deadline our 
boss set us, learning in a fun 
way can stimulate and energise 
you to be continually interested 
and committed to a job, role, 
subject, or goal. So, live your 
best life by committing to 
lifelong learning! 

PRACTISE FOR AT LEAST 20 HOURS  
Commit to practising whatever it is 
that you are trying to learn for at least 
20 hours. This will help you to push 
through the frustration stage which 
you are grossly incompetent at your 
new skill and stick with the practice 
long enough to reap the rewards.

REMOVE PRACTICE 
BARRIERS 

Remove all distractions 
and anything that  

will get in your way 
as you try to learn the 

new skill.

LEARN ENOUGH  
TO SELF-CORRECT 
Identify three to five 

resources you can use. You 
want enough knowledge so 
you can start practising and 

correct yourself as fast  
as possible.

DECONSTRUCT THE SKILL  
Break down the skill that you are 
trying to learn into as many sub-
skills as you can. This will allow 
you to identify the sub-skills that 
you need to concentrate on to 
achieve what you want.

HOW YOU CAN GET 
BETTER AT THINGS 
YOU CARE ABOUT
According to Eduardo Briceño, a 
learner, leader, speaker, and writer 
devoted to enabling a more learning-
oriented world, the most successful 
people and teams spend their learning 
journeys alternating between two zones:

THE LEARNING ZONE 
When you are in the learning zone, 
your goal is to improve. In this zone, 
you carry out activities designed 
for getting better at things that are 
important to you. Here, you try things 
which you have not mastered yet, 
which means that you’re going to 
make mistakes. However, you look for 
ways to learn from those mistakes so 
that you can improve and grow.
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THE PERFORMANCE ZONE
When you are in the performance 
zone, your goal is to do something as 
well as you can. Here, you focus on 
the things you have already mastered, 
and try to minimise mistakes. In this 
zone, you execute to the best of your 
ability.

The key to continuous improvement 
is to spend time in both the learning 
and the performance zones.
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