Instructional Techniques for Adult Learners

What I have learned about teaching graduate students.

Big Picture: Adult learners typically want to know where the lesson is heading, how it fits into the larger scope of the class, and how they will use this learning (practical application).  To meet these needs, an agenda is helpful.  List the expected outcomes, the major points of learning, the activities, and the assignment for next class. 

Review: Brain research shows that the brain has to filter so many inputs that are bombarding the senses, that it selects what’s important and what’s not worth remembering.  Our brains typically filter out the buzzing sounds from fluorescent lights, the humming sounds of the heating/air conditioning blowers, the breathing sounds of those around us, the normal odors of the room, the perfume of people, etc.  We don’t want our students’ brains to filter our teaching as “just another sound.”  Brain research has shown that the brain remembers what is meaningful and important, and it forgets what’s no longer needed.  When students cram for a test, the brain remembers the information until the test is done; then it “clears the worktable” to make room for new information.  We don’t want our teaching to fall upon the “worktable,” only to be cleared away at the end of class.  There are two ways to ensure that the brain will move our teaching to long-term memory (the brain’s “file cabinet”).  One is through personal meaning, and the other is through novelty.  At the beginning of each class session, I not only ask the students what went into long-term memory from our last class, but I also ask them why that information is important to them.  Sometimes, I will attach some novel or creative “hook” to learning – perhaps through some “crazy” activity, or through a radical discussion during which I play the devil’s advocate.   Regardless of which technique you use, please be sure to check what the students have moved into their long-term memory.  That will indicate to you what needs further clarification or re-teaching.
Share-pairs or Paired-sharing: When you want the students to mull over or analyze a concept or idea in terms of how they can apply it, this technique is particularly helpful.  After explaining the concept or idea to the large group, ask the students to turn to a partner and talk about what that concept or idea means to them.  Allow five or ten minutes (any more than that will degenerate into idle conversation).  Then call the class back to attention and ask for volunteers to share their thoughts.  You don’t have to call on everyone – just ask for a couple of volunteers, and then move on.  By having the students talk to each other, you’ve now attached some meaning to the concept/idea, and by having them talk about it’s relevance to them; you’ve moved that meaning to a personal level.  Hopefully, the brain will “file” it away in long-term memory.

Jigsaw:  When you have some really good journal articles that you would like the class to read, but you’ve already taxed them to the limit with homework, the jigsaw is a good activity.  Break the class into small groups of 3 to 5 students and give each group a journal article to read.  Explain to the groups that they will be the experts about their respective articles, and that they need to summarize the key points so that the rest of the class will understand the article without having read it.  Ask them to appoint a reporter who will “teach” the key points to the class.  There are four components to this activity:  1. reading the article, 2. discussing in the small groups and reaching agreement about the key points, 3. reporting or presenting to the class, and 4. engaging the whole class in drawing some conclusion about the articles.  While the groups are discussing, you should monitor them to make sure they are on target.  You also can add insights that they might have missed.  A variation would be to have each group put their key points on a chart of poster paper, or you can simply have them report out from their notes.
Small Group Projects: After presenting a concept or idea, break the class into groups and have them analyze what they’ve just heard.  You have a lot of latitude and creativity with this.  The groups could cast themselves into the role of an administrator and formulate a plan as to how they would implement the concept or idea in their school.  Or, the groups could evaluate the concept/idea and generate a list of pros and cons.  The possibilities are endless.  The purpose is to get them to apply the concept/idea in a hypothetical situation, to work together in shared-problem-solving, and to present their findings to the class (as if the class were their faculty members).  Be sure to provide the groups with colored markers.  Also, use the Post-It paper which has a sticky band to simply hanging it on the wall.  As a point of courtesy, when you remove the papers from the wall at the end of class, be sure to carefully fold them and take them with you.  Do not throw the students’ work in the trash while they still are in class.  It’s one of those psychological things – no one wants to see his work thrown away, even though the students certainly understand that you can’t possibly keep all their artwork.  
Non-linguistic Representations:  This is a version of the small group projects.  Assuming that the small group projects mostly tap into the analytical side of the brain, this activity forces the learners to utilize their affective or creative sides of the brain.  Ideally, groups should not use any words on their charts; they may only use diagrams or pictures.  While this might sound like a kindergarten activity, it actually has a research base in Robert Marzano’s work (Classroom Instruction that Works, ASCD, 2001.)  Marzano found as high as a 40 percentile gain when measuring student achievement after having been instructed using non-linguistic representations.  We’re all familiar with graphic organizers, flowcharts, clustering as a pre-writing activity, using bulleted points, etc.   In this activity, small groups are asked to create a non-linguistic representation of what they’ve just learned.   They could cast themselves into the role of a principal who has to present a plan to his/her faculty in a creative way that they will grasp and remember.    In one of my classes, a group of students decided to present a professional growth plan, using a daisy as the non-linguistic representation.  The roots of the flower contained the fundamental purposes of the plan (pedagogy, assessment, personal goals, etc.)  The stem represented the vehicles for delivering staff development (in-service days), and the petals contained the key concepts of staff development for that year.  Not only was this “novel” to their brains, resulting in long-term memory, but it also was a visual image that was easily understandable by all faculty members.  
Surprisingly, adult learners enjoy this activity.  Not only is it challenging not to be able to use words (or to limit their use of words to key concepts), but it also is fun!  And, we know that enjoyable learning usually makes its way into long-term memory.  

Action Research Projects:    These projects are designed to provide students with practical applications to what they’ve learned regarding the specific courses as well as to engage them in applied research as the students cast themselves into the role of a prospective educational leader/administrator.  The format can be adjusted by the instructor to meet the needs of the students or to better reflect the instructor’s delivery of course material.   Students can work alone or in small groups.  They are given a list of topics that support the particular course, but they have the latitude to shape those topics into a meaningful and manageable research project.  Class time is given, usually at the end of the class period, to allow groups the opportunity to pull their work together.  Usually the groups will assign specific duties to each other.  
Action Research Project Format:

· Statement of the problem or issue including a rationale as to how this issue has evolved (history) and why it is critical.  

· Survey or interview of administrators and/or future administrators, teachers, students, parents (as appropriate) as to what they think should be done to resolve the issue.

· Analysis of the survey/interview data.

· Recommendation as to what the student would do if s/he were the administrator in charge.

Presentation can be done through a PowerPoint, a written paper, or other creative vehicle as deemed appropriate by the instructor.  This can be the final project for the course, or it can be an oral presentation given during the course, again subject to the discretion of the instructor.

NOTE:  When surveying administrators, teachers, or staff, students should get approval from the building administrator or superintendent.  If the survey addresses a sensitive issue in that district, such as possibly seeking a referendum, perhaps the survey should be limited to the students in the cohort.

Prompt and Meaningful Feedback:  Not only is it good instructional practice, but it also is common courtesy to return student work in a prompt manner.  I have found that a simple rubric works best when evaluating student work.   As adult learners, they want to know that you’ve read their work, so please make little comments in the margins.  They also want to know if their work meets the expectations of the assignment; again the rubric is great for determining that.  It’s human nature to appreciate positive feedback; I always write an encouraging, but meaningful comment on the students’ papers.  Here’s a rubric that I like to use.  It is adapted from Robert Marzano’s work, previously mentioned. 
F
(0)
The student did not do the task or activity.

D
(1)
The student did not meet the objectives of the task or activity.

C
(2)
The student met a few of the objectives of the task or activity.

B
(3)
The student met the objectives of the task or activity.

A
(4)
The student exceeded the objectives of the task or activity.
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