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Adult Learning Principles1 

How Adults Learn 

Borrowing from the work of Malcolm Knowles, in her book, The Trainer's 

Handbook, Karen Lawson lays out five assumptions of adult learning: 

Assumption 1 - Self-Directed 

Adult learners are self-directed and take responsibility for their own lives, 

including planning, implementing, and evaluating the learning activity. Rather than 

abdicating responsibility, the trainer works with the adult learner in a 

collaborative effort with ongoing two-way communication. 

Assumption 2 - Experiential 

Adults base their learning on past experiences which affect the new information 

that must be assimilated. The effective trainer learns what participants already 

know and builds on those experiences. 

Assumption 3 - Realistic 

Adults are quite capable of learning when they perceive a need to know or do 

something to perform more effectively in some part of their lives. Learning 

experience must be practical and realistic. It must be problem-centered rather 

than subject-centered. 

Assumption 4 - Immediate 

Adults want immediate real-world application with learning that is relevant to 

their real lives and that they are able to apply quickly. 

Assumption 5 - Internally Motivated 

Internal factors motivate adults rather than pressure, expectations from spouses, 

employers, or parents. These internal factors include self-esteem, desire for 

recognition, better quality of life, greater self-confidence or the ability to self-

actualize. 

 

 
1 Utilized in Training Collaborative Trainers to Present, Building a Satisfying Collaborative Practice, a joint training 
between IACP-Mosten Guthrie, 2021 



Cognitive Overload 

Karen Lawson says it best: “Our minds are like sponges as we soak up knowledge and 

information. When sponges are saturated, any additional water will run right through. 

Just when a sponge can become over loaded, a learner can experience cognitive 

overload of his or her working memory. The working memory/the center of conscious 

thinking, has an estimated limited capacity of seven "chunks" or pieces of information. 

The limits of our working memory depend on the knowledge stored in the long-term 

memory. A person who is quite comfortable with and knowledgeable about a subject 

can easily overrun those who are less familiar with the information. The challenge to 

the trainer is to present information in such a way so the participants do 

not experience overload.” 

Karen Lawson, The Trainer's Handbook, p.32 

 

Lawson suggests the following strategies to avoid cognitive overload: 

• Minimize the use of lecture. Use key learning points, checklists, charts, and other 

visuals. 

• Have participants do most of the work. This will help transfer new information 

into long-term memory which allows the working memory to be free to absorb 

the next chunk of information. 

• Teach incrementally. 

• Use a variety of activities to communicate the material. 

• Design manuals and other material to be easy to follow and easy to understand. 

Lawson suggests the following application of learning principles: 

• Comfortable, non-threatening learning climate. 

• Treat people as responsible adults. 

• Involve participants in planning their own training. 

• Give participants a chance to set their own objectives at the beginning of the 

sessions. 

• Give participants the opportunity to evaluate their own learning throughout the 

training program. 

• Help participants realize how the training will actually help them. Learning should 

be relevant to the participants' frames of reference. 

• Have participants use their own experience to share examples from their own 

lives. Involve participants in their own learning by using learner-centered activities 

and structured experiences. 

• Provide participants many opportunities to master the information and skills. 


