
F I V E  W A Y S  A D U L T S  L E A R N

Tell me and I will hear, show me and I will see, involve me and I will understand.

Chinese Proverb

Timothy, guard what has been entrusted to your care. Turn away from godless chatter and the 
opposing ideas of what is falsely called knowledge. What you heard from me, keep as the pattern 
of sound teaching, with faith and love in Christ Jesus. Guard the good deposit that was entrusted 
to you—guard it with the help of the Holy Spirit who lives in us, do your best to present yourself to 
God as one approved, a worker who does not need to be ashamed and who correctly handles the 
word of truth. And the things you have heard me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to 
reliable people who will also be qualified to teach others. 
1 Timothy 6:20; 2 Timothy 2:15, 2:2

An extensive amount of research has gone on in the past several years around the topic 
of how adults best learn. There are two terms differentiating adult learning from child 
learning. The terms are pedagogy (child learning) and andragogy (adult learning). Since 
Greek and Roman times we’re adopted pedagogy for learning of all ages. Pedagogy 
assumes the student does not have the capacity to create their own frame of reference.

So we lecture, we teach, we make them memorize and we make them regurgitate back 
what we, as the all-knowing teacher, stuffed in. That’s necessary for children because they 
have a limited frame of reference. We tell them, Before you go into the street, be sure and 
look both ways. Why? Because they probably haven’t been struck by a car or seen their 
friend injured as moving steel meets flesh.

As adults, we learn and need to learn differently than a child. We have experiences. As 
adults, we learn and need to learn differently than a child. We have experiences. We have 
context. We have developed an independent nature to learn by doing, not just hearing. 
That’s adult learning or andragogy. It’s interesting in 1 Corinthians 13:11  Paul talks about 
learning as a child and then as an adult putting away childish things. Yet, we still teach 
other adults as if they were still children. Here’s what we know about how adults learn.

Adults learn best when the environment is:

1. Problem/task/life centered and practical

That means putting conversation in terms of real life. It’s personal and it’s from the 
point of view of a problem, a task or a dilemma. Most experiences in life, adults 
have already faced. We don’t have to tell adults to not run into the street before 
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looking both ways. As a matter of fact, we can ask adults from their experiences 
how can we design systems to prevent children from running into streets. Adults 
are most invested in addressing and solving issues happening in the here-and-now. 
Hypothetical exercises soon lose their value. Adults can sink their teeth into case 
studies similar to their own life experiences.

2. Rational

Adults learn best when deductive and inductive steps are developed. That means 
having the facts and a trail of reasoning. Deductive is getting to the one best answer 
from an array of evidence and options. If these two things are true, what can we 
draw from the evidence? Inductive reasoning says, If it works in this situation, how 
can it work in other similar situations as well? Adults solve problems best when 
given the facts, a need and the freedom to come to conclusions through interaction 
with others.

3. With others

Learning for adults happens best when it’s done in community. Whether that’s one-
on-one or a small group. Discipleship always takes longer when done in isolation. 
In a trust relationship it’s easier to say, I don’t know, or, I think I got a piece to the 
puzzle. Try this.

4. Systematic/habitual/routine

Most adults have reached a point in life where every day is not an experiment in 
learning and problem solving. We like routine. If the learning approach is predictable 
in format, more time and attention can then be focused on new learning and 
not learning about learning. Each of us have our own learning styles. Some learn 
by touch, sight, sound, emotion or the here-and-now. Others learn best through 
reflection and integration of past knowledge and emotion and combine it with 
the current. Others learn in community, watching others, talking out options and 
experiences while some learn best through ideas, creative imagery, stories and 
parables. And some learn through concrete facts and principles. As you talk with 
your mentor it is important to understand how they process life and then make sure 
you tailor your conversation to meet their needs.

5. Goal oriented

Adults learn best when there is a goal in mind. A common coaching question is, 
“Describe your current reality. Now describe your preferred future in that area. 
Now, let’s talk about getting from current to preferred.” “If you spend time learning/
doing X, what is your Y, your expected outcome. What are some first steps in that 
direction? When will you start? What would be an important milepost?”

The Kolb Cycle of Adult Learning

In 1984 David Kolb presented a learning model from his research on learning styles. 
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The Kolb model best represents how adults learn. 

Concrete Experience (CE) – Doing or having an experience. This is a great starting 
point. Your friend comes to you with concrete experiences, wanting perspective 
and depth. Children, on the other hand, start with future problems and issues. For 
your adult friend, start with the concrete experience. Tell me what happened. Who?  
What?  Where? When?  How?  To learn something new the best way adults learn is 
to have an experience FIRST and then begin to process the experience.

Reflective Observation (RO) – this is the heart of a mentoring conversation. 
Talking, reviewing, reflecting on the experience. And this is where questions 
have their greatest power. This part of the conversation develops context and 
perspective. “What may have been the needs and motives of the other person?” 
“Anticipating what you know about their learning style and communication style, 
what would you expect to be their reaction or response?” “What were you needing 
out of that conversation? Did you receive it? What were your feelings as a result?”

Abstract Conceptualization (AC) – the question, “So what can you take away 
from the experience and our conversation?, becomes a significant learning/teaching 
opportunity. What do you now see you didn’t before?” “Knowing what you know 
now, how would you have responded differently?” “Anything you now need to 
do based on what you know?” If you had it to do all over again, what would be 
different? What do you see as some possible next steps?”

Active Experimentation (AE) – The best learning is when that knowledge 
changes behavior or gives more options in the future. “What are some things you 
can do going forward to improve the quality of that relationship?” “What are some 
steps you can take today to help change the direction of the outcome?” “Who 
should be a person you talk with? How is what you now know going to change 
future behaviors?” “Why do you think those steps will now work better?”

As adults, we have experience. Start with that instead of abstract would’a, could’a, 
should’as.
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