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Abstract 

The purpose of this hermeneutic, phenomenological research was to conduct an 

investigation to determine the elements of an ideal course for adult learners enrolled in 

asynchronous online degree programs as expressed by those currently enrolled in such 

programs.  Participants of this study included six adult learners enrolled in an online 

degree program at a rural, northeastern university referred to in this study as, Green 

Valley University.  Participants, in this research, perceive an ideal online environment 

as one that retains elements of a traditional academic setting, including high quality 

professors and students, authentic learning opportunities, and a strong sense of 

community in the classroom, while maintaining the flexibility inherent of the 

asynchronous environment.  Participants emphasized the importance of needing 

consistency across the discipline to limit confusion as they move from one course to 

another.  Regarding their perception of andragogy, participants perceived only two of 

the eight andragogical design elements to be present, mutual design and diagnosing 

the needs of learners.  The results of this research may benefit the greater community 

within higher education because lessons learned can help educators identify current 

procedures that could be enhanced or modified.   

Keywords: Higher education, adult learners, non-traditional learners, andragogy, 

online learning, distance education, asynchronous, hermeneutic, and phenomenology.   
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 

 Sam never really was a traditional college student.  After dropping out of her 

freshman year, she didn’t return to college until she was in her mid-twenties, living on 

her own and working two jobs just to pay the bills, barely.  After struggling to keep up 

with her classes, plus driving the forty-minute commute to class, she transferred out of 

the traditional classes that her university offered and moved into one of their online 

degree programs.  She made this decision so that she could continue her studies 

without the added pressure of paying for gas to get to class and planning work around 

the course schedules.  Five o’clock in the evening is not a typical time for coffee, so 

the familiar beep of a customer at the drive up window of the coffee shop in which she 

worked, surprised her.  She had been trying to catch up on assignments for her online 

classes while work was slow.  Putting down the laptop, she began making the vanilla 

latte for the customer at the window.  It was not until the woman paid and had driven 

off that Sam realized she recognized the customer from the online course profile 

picture – it was her instructor.  Sitting back down to finish the homework for that very 

class, Sam realized that her instructor had no idea who she was.   

 This scene is a very familiar picture of the isolation adult learners can feel in 

online learning environments (Hurt, 2008).  With the demands of school, work, family 

obligations, and other external responsibilities; adult learners face numerous 

challenges that can stall progress and hinder success in degree completion (Kasworm, 

2008).  Online learning offers adults access to education that was previously too 

difficult to manage with their real-world demands.  Now, learners can complete 
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coursework when it is convenient for them without the additional burden of 

scheduling time to sit in mandatory face-to-face classes.   

Background 

Online learning opportunities continue to emerge in schools throughout the 

nation in order to meet the demand from the increasing population of adult learners 

(Ausburn, 2004; Carnevale, 2006; Stumpf, McCrimon, & Davis, 2005); however, to 

what degree are learners confident that these opportunities are actually meeting their 

educational needs?  The explosion of online courses and degrees is not without 

controversy.  Noble (2005) argues that online education is not and should not be the 

wave of the future of education.  Park and Choi (2009) note that as online learning 

opportunities increase, drop-out rates for adult learners in such programs also rise.   

Ausburn’s (2004) investigation of course design and instruction elements most 

desired by adult learners led to the conclusion that learners are most successful in 

online courses when they feel a personal connection to the material, can relate the 

material to their real-world experiences, have opportunities for self-directed learning, 

and feel a sense of community and connection with classmates and the instructor.  In 

his seminal work on adult education, Lindeman (1961) states, “If learning is to be 

revivified, quickened so as to become once more an adventure, we shall have need of 

new concepts, new motives, new methods; we shall need to experiment with the 

qualitative aspects of education” (p.4). Ensuring the online learning environment is 

one of meaningful adventure means that adult learners need to feel supported by their 

instructors as well as by the academic institution (Eastmond, 1998).   
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Andragogy, “the art and science of helping adults learn” (Knowles, 1970, p. 

38), is a model of teaching and designing courses based on the unique characteristics 

of adult learners (Knowles, 1970).  Developing a successful teaching system within 

the andragogical model means adjusting the learning climate so adults are at ease, 

diagnosing the needs of learners before beginning lessons, planning the lessons and 

learning experiences with learners rather than for them, and creating evaluation 

methods based on self-evaluation rather than on a grading system (Knowles, 1970).  

Adherence to such guidelines will enable the teacher and adult learner to work 

together in an environment with mutual respect for experience and independence 

(Knowles, 1970).   

Frequent communication from the instructor allows the learner to feel heard 

and seen in an online class (Eastmond, 1998).  Services offered by the institution, such 

as academic advising, counseling, tutoring, technical support, and child care services 

(for blended or traditional classes), allow the learner to feel supported (Eastmond, 

1998).  Noble (2005) disagrees that such interventions fill the gap created in an online 

learning environment and states that not only does increased Internet use lead to 

depression, but technology will never be able to take the place of face-to-face personal 

interaction that occurs between learners and instructors in traditional class settings.   

The purpose of this research was to conduct an investigation to determine the 

elements of an ideal course for adult learners enrolled in asynchronous online degree 

programs as expressed by those currently enrolled in such programs.  The results of 

this research may benefit the greater community within higher education because 
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lessons learned can help educators identify current procedures that could be enhanced 

or modified.  Faculty and administrators may choose to further investigate areas of 

faculty training, course design, and instruction that are most appropriate for the adult 

learner in order to increase learner motivation and persistence in online degree 

programs.  

Chapter one of this research provides the theoretical philosophy of social 

constructivism as a lens through which one can understand how adult learners make 

meaning of their learning experiences in asynchronous online learning environments 

and if the path to such meaningful experiences is related to the process design 

elements of andragogy. This chapter also presents andragogy as a framework for how 

class instruction and design can be transformed to best meet the needs of adult 

learners.  Finally, this chapter will position adult learners in the online learning setting 

in order to provide the environmental context of the research.   

Conceptual Underpinnings of the Study 

Social Constructivism 

Social constructivism is a theoretical paradigm based on the premise that 

people’s understanding of reality stems from the meaning that they make of the world 

around them and of how they interact within it (Kezar, Carducci, & Contreras-

McGavin, 2006).  Social constructivism is the theoretical philosophy underpinning 

this research because its framework mirrors many of the assumptions understood 

about adult learners in that they integrate previous life experience with reflection of 

new knowledge to facilitate cognitive shifts in order to obtain meaningful learning 
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(Brookfield, 1986).  Furthermore, recognizing that adult learners experience education 

and derive their meaning of learning differently than traditional students (Knowles, 

1980), one can presume that an online learning environment impacts a learner 

differently than a traditional classroom setting (Buraphadeja & Dawson, 2008). 

At the start of the twentieth century, educational instruction and learning was 

originally understood using a behaviorist framework, in that learning was achieved 

through modeling, demonstration, and reinforcement (Palincsar, 1998).  Soon 

thereafter, researchers and educators found that learning was also impacted by an 

individual’s meaning-making and problem-solving abilities (Palincsar, 1998). 

Identifying the importance of cognitive functions and processes as impactful to the 

learning experience led to an emergence of the cognitive theoretical framework as the 

primary perspective for understanding education (Palincsar, 1998).  Future endeavors 

related to classroom teaching and education found that cognition and the process of 

meaning-making were integrated within a person’s social and cultural context, thus 

forming the sociocultural approach to understanding learning (John-Steiner & Mahn, 

1996).   

Considered one of the most influential pioneers in the field of educational 

psychology, L.S. Vygotsky originated the sociocultural theory of cognitive 

development, also referred to as social constructivism (Gredler, 2009; John-Steiner & 

Mahn, 1996; Louis, 2009).  Vygotsky’s theory maintained three critical elements 

interwoven within learning: culture, language, and social interaction (Louis, 2009). 

Vygotsky outlined the most successful method for the acquisition of new knowledge 
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utilizing his concepts: the zone of proximal development, scaffolding, and 

psychological tools (Louis, 2009).  Due to the lack of English translation and decades 

of suppression of his work, it is only recently that researchers have been able to 

examine Vygotskian theories (Gredler, 2009; John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996).   

Andragogy as Understood through a Constructivist Lens 

In the view of social constructivism, there is no one right way to learn (Kezar 

et al., 2006).  Instead there are multiple realities for each circumstance because reality 

is subjective for the person experiencing it (Kezar et al., 2006).  Success lies within 

the social interaction between the student and the instructor/leader.  In a social 

constructivism approach, the role of the teacher is that of a facilitator or leader 

(Huang, 2002).   

In an effort to create an adult learning environment that prospers and engages 

the unique differences amongst learners in a way that develops their critical thinking 

skills, DeTurk (2011) followed the teaching philosophy entrenched in andragogy to 

develop a senior seminar course for a bachelor’s degree in communication.   DeTurk 

(2011) used the principles of social constructivism as the foundation for assignments 

that challenged students to reflect upon their personal and cultural values. Such 

reflection could empower students to communicate such values through positive 

community actions and interventions (DeTurk, 2011), furthering the applicability of 

their lessons, a critical element to learners’ success in higher education (Knowles, 

1980).     
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Empowering learners to design educational activities themselves capitalizes on 

self-directed learning methods, an overarching principle within andragogy (DeTurk, 

2011). Allowing such self-directed learning methods also capitalizes on the principles 

of constructivism by using reflection of such activities to create meaning within the 

learning experience (DeTurk, 2011).  Both social constructivism (Huang, 2002) and 

andragogy (Knowles, Holton, & Swanson, 1998) view an instructor’s role as that of a 

facilitator and DeTurk (2011) noted that had she not honored such a guiding principle, 

her project would have been hierarchal and teacher-centered with lesson plans 

directing the learning.   

The subjective nature of social constructivism creates a complex picture of 

how to determine successful instructional methods because leadership and successful 

leadership, within courses, are defined by the person (learner) experiencing it.  For this 

research, leadership directly refers to course facilitation or instruction and how 

successful the learner determines an instructor (leader) to be. The relationship between 

student and instructor is fragile because it is so dynamic (Kezar et al., 2006).  Though 

complex, this paradigm is successful in human learning and development because it is 

based on fewer assumptions; instead, it increases dialogue towards understanding the 

various perspectives in a given group (Kezar et al., 2006).   

Using his experience of working with students and educational institutions for 

over fifty years, William Glasser developed the Choice Theory® to explain human 

behavior and understand how people learn best (Glasser, 1999).  Glasser (1999) 

maintains that people choose a particular behavior based on the need to meet one of 
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five basic drives. These drives include basic survival, love/belonging, power, freedom, 

and fun (Glasser, 1999).  Understanding the Choice Theory® may empower a teacher 

to learn the best methods for making successful social interactions within the 

classroom.  Though the adult learner is often autonomous and self-directed in nature 

(Knowles, 1980), social interactions support andragogy in that a learner’s shared life 

experiences can help cultivate a meaningful learning experience.  

In their content-analysis of critical thinking skills used in an online learning 

environment, Buraphadeja and Dawson (2008) sought to determine what theoretical 

principles are best suited to creating an engaging and meaningful learning experience 

for adult learners.  Buraphadeja and Dawson (2008) found that the social constructivist 

perspective fostered a democratic relationship within the classroom where students 

and instructors worked together to determine meaningful educational strategies for 

learning. This is further supported by Lindeman (1961) who stated that students and 

teachers alike learn from working with each other by building on each other’s “search 

for life’s meaning” (p. 7).     

Andragogical assumptions about the important impact of an adult learner’s 

previous experiences on their ability to make learning meaningful further supports the 

need for educators to work with learners to create experiential lesson plans (Knowles, 

1980).  Buraphadeja and Dawson (2008) also found that the “learners’ backgrounds 

and experiences critically impact learning outcomes of asynchronous online 

learning…” (p. 144). The impact of experience on learning supports social 

constructivism’s emphasis on honoring individual differences amongst learners.   
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The development of higher cognitive functions is, as Vygotsky (as cited in 

Gredler, 2009) believed, the goal of education. Therefore, it is critical for the student 

to be an active participant in the lessons.  Encouraging student participation by 

assisting reflection on activities enables the student to become a knowledge producer 

rather than knowledge consumer.  Efforts focused on memorization in secondary and 

postsecondary schools mirror the concept of consuming knowledge (Gredler, 2009).  

In contrast, creating lessons and assessments focused on revealing the student’s 

internal thinking will create knowledge producers (Gredler, 2009).   

Transforming Instruction and Design 

Following up on Vygotsky’s work, John Steiner and Mahn (1996) explored the 

sociocultural theory in order to establish successful methods for transforming 

educational institutions to best meet the needs of students.  This sociocultural 

approach maintains that learning is not mutually exclusive from culture and language 

and that learning is most successful when it mirrors real-world interactions and 

collaboration (Huang, 2002). According to John-Steiner and Mahn (1996), the 

foundation of working in a collaborative manner is language and the symbols used 

within   

Man, if you will, is shaped by the tools and instruments that he comes to use, 

and neither the mind nor the hand alone can amount to much…And if neither 

hand nor intellect alone prevails, the tools and aids that do are the developing 

streams of internalized language and conceptual thought that sometimes run 
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parallel and sometimes merge, each affecting the other.  (Vygotsky as cited in 

John-Steiner & Mahn, p. 193)  

Children and adults alike use language as the tool to acquire new knowledge.   

Further study into the collaborative measures employed by students learning 

new material led Vygotsky to develop the concept of the zone of proximal 

development (John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996).  The zone of proximal development can 

be defined as the distance between knowledge acquired through individual learning 

and knowledge acquired when learning with the help of more experienced 

collaborators (John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996).  Referring to the concept of the zone of 

proximal development, Brown, Ash, and Rutherford (1997) found that collaborative 

learning occurs utilizing artifacts as well as people.   

Expanding on Vygotsky’s theory that language is the primary tool used in 

learning, Brown et al. (1993) concedes that artifacts may include anything found in a 

classroom, such as visual displays, texts, videos, presentations and computer 

equipment and software.  Brown et al. (1993) focused their studies on examining the 

reciprocal relationship between student and teacher in that both share information that 

leads in the development of knowledge for both parties.  The teachers in this study 

were able to facilitate the zone of proximal development by clarifying and 

paraphrasing student responses and defining learning activities through questioning 

(Brown et al., 1993).  This method of collaborative learning is often seen in innovative 

classrooms (John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996).   
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Adult Learners and Online Learning 

In his review of the theory of constructivism, as it relates to adult learners in 

higher education, Huang (2002) recognizes the adult learner as an active participant in 

knowledge acquisition.  Active participation in knowledge requires the learner to 

transition from a knowledge consumer to a knowledge producer.  Working with adult 

learners, instructors can appropriately assume the role of facilitator in the learning 

process (Huang, 2002).   

Huang (2002) interprets John Dewey’s perspective on constructivism to 

assume a learner’s motivation is the critical element in whether the learner is 

interested in participating in problem-solving.  Course facilitators should ensure 

lessons and assignments are real-world applicable and based on the learner’s interests 

in order to sustain their educational motivation (Huang, 2002).   

Relating to adult learning processes, Huang (2002) recalls Stephen 

Brookfield’s four distinct characteristics of adult learners in that they are   

 Self-directed learners responsible for the management of both internal and 

external variables involved with their learning, such as time constraints, goal 

setting, and taking control of how and when they will engage in learning 

opportunities;  

 Actively engaged in reflection regarding the learning process; 

 Require real-world applicability for course lessons; and finally, 

 Realize learning to learn is a skill key to achieving lifelong learning.    
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Applying the constructivist approach to adult learners in online learning environments 

is not without its hiccups.  Huang (2002) specifies seven issues that must be 

considered when relating constructivism to a specific population in a specific learning 

environment:    

1. The first issue relates to the adult learner’s autonomy.  Independence and self-

direction within the adult learner population can naturally create isolation.  

Online education, built on distance education, compounds isolation through the 

nature of the learning environment itself;  

2. Second, as self-directed learners, adults are in control of their acquisition of 

learning.  The online environment typically relies on adult learners to use 

available resources, primarily through the Internet, to create meaningful 

learning experiences; however, the learner must be active in determining if 

such methods produce meaningful experiences;  

3. Third, the course instructor must appreciate the need for their role to be as a 

facilitator, to guide the learner towards resources to supplement learning rather 

than merely providing the lessons themselves for cognitive consumption;  

4. The fourth issue relates to recognizing the need for real-world applicability in 

lessons and assignments.  Due to the nature of the online environment, the 

course is built prior to the course beginning and the instructor is responsible for 

creating authentic, real-life lessons, yet this begs the question: how can the 

lessons be authentic and based on the learners’ real lives prior to meeting, 

albeit virtually, the students?;  
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5. The fifth issue within this approach relates to the challenge of evaluating 

learning outcomes, because adult learners learn through a developmental 

process rather than a result-based method. Therefore, current evaluative 

measures do that match the process;  

6. The sixth issue is that it is difficult to maintain the constructivist goal of a 

learner-centered environment when each learner has such unique experiences.  

The learner-centered approach focuses on recognizing the learner as 

independent individuals, which is very challenging when attempting to design 

an online class;  

7. The final issue involves the very nature of adult learners as independent 

learners, requiring a learner-centered approach in their education. This is in 

direct difference with the constructivist approach of collaborative learning.  

Recognizing this issue, instructors may need to be innovative in design 

elements that honor the autonomous nature of adult learners within the 

collaborative learning environment touted by constructivism (Huang, 2002).  

Statement of the Problem 

The United States’ Department of Education’s National Center for Educational 

Statistics reported a 43% increase in adult learners entering college between 2000 and 

2009, compared with only a 27% increase of traditional students (Snyder & Dillow, 

2012).  In addition, a 23% rise in enrollments from the adult learner population is 

expected between 2010 and 2019 (Snyder & Dillow, 2012).  Online learning 

opportunities in higher education are increasing just as dramatically as the increases 
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seen in the adult learner population (MacKeogh & Fox, 2009).  Sixty-nine percent of 

higher education institutions now consider online learning as a critical component to 

long-term educational strategies (Allen, Seaman, Sloan Consortium, Babson Survey 

Research Group, & Pearson Foundation, 2013).  As the population of adult learners 

keeps rising and population growth rates continue to stagnate (Johnson, 2012), 

focusing on strategies to support adult learners in higher education is critical.  

Currently, more than half of college students in the United Sta tes are over 25, 

married, and working (Kasworm, 2003, 2008; Lorenzetti, 2004), and 32% of all 

college students are enrolled in at least one online course (Allen et al., 2013).  

Faculty and administrators of higher education, for over three decades, have 

recognized the unique differences among nontraditional and traditional learners 

(Kasworm, 2003).  Although the characteristics of adult learners have been well 

defined and research has investigated variables that increase learner satisfaction and 

persistence in online education (Askham, 2008; Ausburn, 2004; Deggs, 2011; Park & 

Choi, 2009), specific attention to the learner’s perception of an ideal course  and its 

relation to the elements of andragogy have not been studied within an undergraduate, 

asynchronous online degree program.     

Purpose of the Study  

The purpose of this hermeneutic phenomenological study is to investigate 

participants’ perceptions of the phenomenon of adult learning in asynchronous online 

classes through an interpretation of their description of an ideal course.  This research 

will enable educators to understand the perceptions of adult learning as described from 
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matriculated, undergraduate adult learners enrolled in an asynchronous online degree 

program at a traditional northeastern rural university, identified in this study as Green 

Valley University.  Results of this research may inform educators about ways to 

enhance meaningful learning experiences and to increase enrollment, persistence, and 

motivation in online degree programs.     

Research Questions 

Creswell (2007) recommends crafting a broad, general question that, 

specifically in phenomenological research, relates to the meaning of the very essence 

of the study. The central question in a phenomenological study should imply that all 

participants share some commonality that impacts how they construct meaning related 

to the phenomenon (Creswell, 2007). In this research, it is assumed all participants 

share the characteristics of adult learners described by Knowles (1980) in that they 

differ from children in their: need to know, self-concept, experience, readiness to 

learn, orientation to learning, and motivation to learn. The goal of sub-questions 

within a research study is to determine the procedural questions that will break down 

the broad topic into further examination (Creswell, 2007).    

The overarching research question driving this study is what do matriculated, 

undergraduate adult learners in an asynchronous online degree program describe as 

the essential elements of an ideal course experience? Additional sub-questions for this 

study include what are the elements of course design that adult learners perceive to be 

valuable in online classes? and do participants in this study perceive elements of 

andragogy to be present in their courses? This researcher outlines specific statements 
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and themes from the data, as recommended by Creswell (2007), to validate the 

answers to the sub-questions.  

Definition of Key Terms 

Adult: Includes both a social and psychological definition in that an adult is 

characterized by someone holding and performing social roles association with adults 

and that he/she is personally responsible for his/her own life (Knowles, 1980). 

Adult Learner/Nontraditional Student:  College students who are at least 25 years 

old and carry multiple external responsibilities such as working and caring for a family 

(Ausburn, 2004; Calcagno, Crosta, Bailey, & Jenkins, 2007; Kasworm, 2003; 

Lorenzetti, 2004).  This research will use the terms adult learner and nontraditional 

student interchangeably.   

Andragogy:  Defined by Knowles (1970) as the “art and science of helping adults 

learn” (p. 38).  

Asynchronous Online Learning: A form of distance education in which instruction 

and learning involves teachers and students separated by time and space (Stumpf et al., 

2005).  

Blended or Hybrid Courses: Substantial content (30%-79%) is delivered online, 

which typically reduces the amount of face-to-face contact (Allen et al., 2013).   

Distance or Online Learning: Education delivered through online instruction with no 

face-to-face contact (Huang, 2002). 

Hermeneutic Phenomenological Research: A qualitative research method employed 

to explore and interpret deep human experiences as they relate to a particular 
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phenomenon (Creswell, 2009).  

Lifelong Learning: Learning for children should focus on developing the skill of 

learning to learn so that as adults, learning is a process of self-directed inquiry 

(Knowles, 1980). 

Traditional Learning Environment: Content is delivered in writing or orally and no 

technology is used (Allen et al., 2013). 

Transformational Learning:  A profound state of change within someone that causes 

them to shift their paradigm within and about themselves and their world.   

Pedagogy: “study of youth learning” (Knowles & American Council on Education, 

1969, p. 28). 

Self-Directed Learning: Described by Knowles (1970) as the process by which adult 

learners take responsibility for learning by making the instructional design decisions.  

Social Constructivism:  A theoretical paradigm based on the premise that a person’s 

understanding of reality stems from the meaning that he/she makes of the world 

around them and of how they interact within it (Kezar et al., 2006).   

Methodology, Limitations, and Assumptions 

Methodology 

Phenomenology. Qualitative research allows one to investigate subjective 

experiences in ways that provide rich, meaningful data (Creswell, 2009). Such 

investigations offer insight into the topic of study (Creswell, 2009).  Throughout the 

1980s and 1990s, qualitative research  expanded into various methodological 

approaches including the seminal methods of ethnography and grounded theory to new 
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inquiry methods of phenomenology and narrative studies (Padgett, 2004). At first 

glance, it may appear that phenomenological research, a methodology within 

qualitative research, is simply just a matter of investigating participant experiences 

(Creswell, 2009); however, Dowling and Cooney (2012) note that this approach is 

considerably more complex in that there are numerous philosophical frameworks from 

which this approach may be utilized. 

Philosophical basis of phenomenology. The two main philosophical 

approaches of phenomenological research are transcendental/empirical and 

hermeneutic/interpretive (Dowling & Cooney, 2012).  The transcendental approach 

stems from the work of its founding father, Edmund Husserl, who believed that 

phenomenological research attempts to describe and explain participant experiences 

(Dowling & Cooney, 2012).  In reference to phenomenology, Clark Moustakas (1994) 

explains “The challenge facing the human science researcher is to describe things in 

themselves, to permit what is before one to enter consciousness and be understood in 

its meanings and essences in the light of intuition and self-reflection” (p. 27).  

Understanding the true essence of a phenomenon is accomplished when the researcher 

separates, brackets, his or her own understanding from that of participants (Dowling & 

Cooney, 2012).  Researchers employing a transcendental approach stay as true as 

possible, with the help of bracketing, to the broad essence of meaning related to the 

phenomenon (Finlay, 2009).     

Martin Heidegger, a former student of Husserl, argued that a researcher cannot 

separate their own experiences from their interpretation of the phenomenon and 
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therefore bracketing is not possible (Dowling & Cooney, 2012).  Heidegger’s 

interpretive or hermeneutic approach to phenomenological research considered the 

researcher’s prejudgments to be an important component of the overall interpretation 

of the experience and its meaning to a broader audience (Dowling & Cooney, 2012).   

Traditional types of phenomenology. Although phenomenology, in general, 

attempts to understand the meaning of a phenomenon of interest, the philosophical 

approach adopted by the research will identify the specific process a researcher should 

employ in data collection and analysis (Finlay, 2009).  Finlay (2009) states that a 

researcher should clearly claim the philosophical approach he/she has adopted in order 

justify data collection procedures and analysis.  

Table 1. A Comparison of Types of Phenomenology 

  Transcendental/Empirical Hermeneutic/Interpretive  

Theorist: Husserl Heidegger 

Research 

Approach: 
Eidetic/Descriptive Interpretive 

Focus: On the experience itself 
On the process of 

understanding the experience 

Goal: 
Reveal general meaning of 

a phenomenon 

Reveal understanding through 

researcher’s experience of 

understanding the 

phenomenon’s meaning 

Methodology: 

Collect data while 

bracketing personal views, 

values, and experiences 

from analysis 

Collect data while employing 

hermeneutic circle 

Researcher 

Attitude: 

Neutral in order to remain 

true to participants’ first-

person accounts 

Reflective in order to integrate 

personal understanding of 

meaning with participants’ 

interpretation 

The two traditional types of phenomenology are transcendental/empirical and 

hermeneutic/interpretive (Creswell, 2013).  Both methods differ in philosophy, focus, 
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goal, methodology, and the role of researcher (see Table 1).    

Transcendental/empirical phenomenology.  Transcendental phenomenology 

attempts to understand the essential elements of a phenomenon from the first-person 

accounts of the people living within the phenomenon (Creswell, 2013).  This type of 

phenomenology focuses solely on the experience itself in order to describe the 

phenomenon in an objective manner (Dowling & Cooney, 2012). The role of the 

researcher in this approach is to remain neutral so as to not interfere with a 

participant’s construction of meaning (Laverty, 2003). Researchers bracket, or 

otherwise separate, their personal views, values, and experiences away from the data 

(Dowling & Cooney, 2012). Bracketing enables the focus to remain on the 

phenomenon itself, not on the researcher’s interpretation of it (Creswell, 2013). 

Bracketing remains the critical difference between the transcendental and hermeneutic 

approaches (Creswell, 2013; Dowling & Cooney, 2012; Laverty, 2003).   

Hermeneutic/interpretive phenomenology. Hermeneutic or interpretive 

phenomenology refers to understanding the meaning people construct of an experience 

they are living and then communicating the interpretation of that meaning in the 

research analysis (Creswell, 2013).  This type of research focuses on the themes a 

researcher delineates from the perceptions of a person or group who are currently 

living or have lived the phenomenon of study (Creswell, 2013).   Furthermore, 

Moustakas (1994) declares, “Interpretation unmasks what is hidden behind the 

objective phenomena” (p. 10).  In contrast, empirical/transcendental phenomenology 

focuses more on describing the perception of participants with no interpretation of 
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meaning from the researcher (Creswell, 2013) because he/she has bracketed 

themselves out of the meaning-making process (Dowling & Cooney, 2012).  

  The lived experience. Although there are numerous qualitative approaches, 

this investigation will employ hermeneutic phenomenological research as its method, 

because this approach allows the researcher to explore and interpret deep human 

experiences, such as those of student perceptions regarding their ideal course 

experience in an online learning environment (Creswell, 2009), their lived 

experiences.  In one study focusing on adult learners in higher education and their 

perceived barriers, Deggs (2011) found the use of phenomenological research the most 

useful because it allowed for the participants’ voices to be heard through the research. 

From a social constructivist approach, hermeneutic phenomenology is the most 

appropriate method for understanding adult learners’ experiences in online learning 

because the meaning of such an experience is socially created through the researcher’s 

interpretation of the participant’s perceptions.  

  Hermeneutic phenomenology procedures. Although there is no formal set of 

procedures for a hermeneutic phenomenological study, it is still important for 

researchers to outline a plan of attack for their research (Creswell, 2007).  This 

researcher utilized Creswell’s (2007) basic format for research procedures involved in 

qualitative research that follows an interpretive/constructivist theoretical framework. 

Such procedures include 

 Identifying a problem statement and rationale for research;  

 Stating specific research questions that will guide data collection; 
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 Detailing population of interest, sample of participants and setting context; 

 Describing data collection methods and data analysis. 

In addition to the steps outlined above, this researcher also outlines limitations, 

assumptions, and ethical issues contained in the research.    

Participants. Participants were adult learners enrolled in an online 

communication/media bachelor’s degree program at a northeastern, rural, and 

traditional university referred to in this research as Green Valley University, a 

pseudonym.  Participants were asked to complete brief surveys in order to gather 

demographic data.  In addition, participants were asked to join an initial focus group in 

order to discuss group perceptions of ideal, online courses.  Following the initial focus 

group, the principle investigator conducted a detailed interview with individual 

participants as well as follow-up interviews, when needed, to clarify information.  

Data collection ended with a summative email to each participant to enable the 

researcher to share related themes in order to clarify text and meaning. Interviews and 

focus groups were held face-to-face when possible, and on some occasions, over the 

telephone.  All data and analysis were sanitized of identifying information and are 

kept confidential. Data collection occurred through part of the spring semester and 

results were collected and analyzed towards the end of that same semester and into the 

beginning of summer.  

Limitations and Assumptions   

Conducting qualitative research requires the researcher to align method with a 

philosophical framework, which provides a specific paradigm or worldview in which 



PERCEPTION OF ADULT LEARNERS                                                                  23 

 

to formulate the conduct of study (Creswell, 2007). This research followed a 

constructivist paradigm because this theoretical philosophy provided the most 

appropriate framework for understanding participant perceptions and the meaning they 

make of the phenomenon of study.  In a hermeneutic phenomenological research 

design based on a constructivist framework, the researcher serves as not only the 

interpreter of data but also as a participant in the meaning-making process; therefore, 

it is important for researchers to address potential limitations, assumptions, and biases 

prior to data collection (Creswell, 2007). McManus Holroyd (2007) cautions that 

researchers must be vigilant in remaining cognizant of their personal assumptions 

because it is far too easy, in hermeneutic research, for the researcher’s viewpoint to 

out-stage the phenomenon of interest. The following sections outline the potential 

limitations, assumptions, and biases this researcher may have faced.   

Limitations. Potential limitations of this research may have included that 

1. Learners may be new to online learning/instruction and therefore, may not 

have detailed reflection to offer in interviews related to their experiences in 

such environments; 

2. Contact with participants may be reliant on email communication and 

therefore faces involves? the challenge of participants being unwilling to 

open emails from an unfamiliar person, which may limit responses; 

3. Finding a suitable number of adult learners actively enrolled in an online 

degree program is difficult at a traditional university that has a limited 

number of online degree opportunities; and 
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4. This researcher acknowledges the potential for research bias due to the fact 

that the researcher teaches online courses at the same university where the 

study is being conducted; however, the courses are not in the same degree 

program.   

Assumptions. This researcher assumed that  

1. Participants share common characteristics of adult learners; 

2. Participants have already taken or are in the midst of an online course; 

3. Participants respond honestly to survey and interview questions; and  

4. Based on the researcher’s previous experience working as an instructor of 

adult learners in online learning environments, the researcher assumes 

learners will report that the instructor-learner relationship is the most 

favored and critical element related to course satisfaction and success.   

Summary 

Currently, more than half of college students in the United States are 

considered adult learners, over 25, married, and working (Kasworm, 2003, 2008; 

Lorenzetti, 2004). Although the characteristics of adult learners have been well 

defined and research has investigated variables that increase learner satisfaction and 

persistence in online education (Askham, 2008; Ausburn, 2004; Deggs, 2011; Park & 

Choi, 2009), specific attention to the learner’s perception of an ideal course  and its 

relation to the elements of andragogy have not been studied within an undergraduate, 

asynchronous online degree program.  
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The principles of andragogy outline how educators can best meet the needs of 

adult learners; however, such a paradigm also recognizes the diversity of needs within 

such a population. Though complex, the andragogical paradigm is successful in human 

learning and development because it makes fewer assumptions about a learner’s needs 

and instead increases dialogue towards understanding the various perspectives in a 

given group (Kezar et al., 2006).  This research is understood through a social 

constructivist lens in that adult learners make meaning of their experience through 

their interaction with the instructor and other learners in the course.   

The purpose of this research was to conduct an investigation to determine the 

elements of an ideal course for adult learners enrolled in asynchronous online degree 

programs and how those elements relate to the principles of andragogy by answering 

the research question, what do matriculated, undergraduate adult learners in an 

asynchronous online degree program describe as the essential elements of an ideal 

course experience?  Results of this research may inform educators about ways to 

enhance meaningful learning experiences and to increase enrollment, persistence, and 

motivation in online degree programs.  

Although there are numerous qualitative approaches, this investigation 

employed hermeneutic phenomenological research as its method because this 

approach allows the researcher to explore and interpret deep human experiences, such 

as those of student perceptions regarding their ideal course experience in an online 

learning environment (Creswell, 2009). From a social constructivist approach, 

hermeneutic phenomenology is the most appropriate method for understanding adult 
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learners’ experiences in online learning because the meaning of such an experience is 

socially created through the researcher’s interpretation of the participant’s perceptions 

(Creswell, 2009).   
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Chapter 2 – Review of Related Literature  

 In our present day global society, workplace skills have become more complex 

and many jobs require training and education beyond high school.  In many instances, 

this has meant a return to post-secondary schools for adults.  Adult learning, research 

shows, is different than learning that occurs in childhood and this uniqueness has 

implications for faculty in higher education (Barnett, 1999; Kasworm, 2003; 

Lorenzetti, 2004).  

In this review of literature, this researcher describes the historical context and 

current body of research regarding adult learners and their experiences with higher 

education, andragogy, and asynchronous online learning.  An explanation of such 

elements, understood through a constructivist lens, provides the definition, context, 

and rationale behind the following research question what do matriculated, 

undergraduate adult learners in an asynchronous online degree program describe as 

the essential elements of an ideal course experience? 

The Adult Learner  

There are many written and working definitions of an adult learner.  In this 

paper, adult learners will be defined as nontraditional students - college students who 

are at least 25-years-old and carry multiple external responsibilities, such as working 

and caring for a family (Ausburn, 2004; Calcagno et al., 2007; Kasworm, 2003, 2008; 

Lorenzetti, 2004). The term traditional students will refer to those students between 

18 and 22 years old who are enrolled in higher education (Ausburn, 2004; Calcagno et 

al., 2007; Kasworm, 2003, 2008; Lorenzetti, 2004).  Since this paper does not 
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investigate students in traditional postsecondary settings, the terms adult learner and 

nontraditional student will be used interchangeably.  

Adult learners have a no-nonsense attitude towards challenges faced in the 

classroom (Sander, 2008).  They know they have to do it right the first time, and as an 

older student, they may not have the same liberty of trying again (Sander, 2008). Such 

an attitude proves successful in the classroom once the student negotiates technology, 

expectations, and scheduling (Sander, 2008). An andragogical paradigm can help 

educators understand and meet the unique needs of adult learners.   

Andragogy  

Andragogy, “the art and science of helping adults learn” (Knowles, 1970, p. 

38), is a model of teaching and designing courses based on the unique characteristics 

of adult learners (Knowles, 1970).  Developing a successful teaching system within 

the andragogical model means adjusting the learning climate so adults are at ease, 

diagnosing the needs of learners before beginning lessons, planning the lessons and 

learning experiences with learners rather than for them, and creating evaluation 

methods based on self-evaluation rather than on a grading system (Knowles, 1970).  

Adherence to such guidelines will enable the teacher and adult learner to work 

together in an environment with mutual respect for experience and independence 

(Knowles, 1970).  Reviewing the historical context of andragogy allows the reader to 

understand andragogy as an educational paradigm with a certain set of assumptions 

and principles that delineate how to align course design and instruction to best meet 

the needs of adult learners.   
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Historical context.  Edward L. Thorndike launched the American 

investigation of adult education through his work, Adult Learning, published in 1928, 

which identified differences in learning abilities (Knowles et al., 1998).  This 

investigation continued with Herbert Sorenson’s Adult Abilities, published in 1938, 

which also studied the learning abilities of adults and of how they differed from those 

of children (Knowles et al., 1998).  Both researchers view adult learning through a 

scientific perspective with the goal of proving that adults are, in fact, capable of 

learning and that their learning styles and abilities differ from those of children.    

The scientific perspective was not the only path of discovery being explored 

regarding adult learners.  While Thorndike (1928) began exploration into proving that 

adults could learn, his research was based solely upon the premise of abilities.  It was 

from the artistic perspective of discovery that author Eduard C. Lindeman published 

The Meaning of Adult Education in 1926, which investigated the how aspect of adult 

learning (Knowles et al., 1998).  Based on the educational philosophy of John Dewey, 

Lindeman viewed adult learning as a process and a meaningful, lifelong experience 

(Lindeman, 1961). In regards to this lifelong and meaningful process of learning, 

Lindeman (1961) stated that  

A fresh hope is astir.  From many quarters comes the call to a new kind of 

education with its initial assumption affirming that education is life-not a mere 

preparation for an unknown kind of future living. Consequently all static 

concepts of education which relegate the learning process to the period of 

youth are abandoned.  The whole of life is learning, therefore education can 
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have no endings. This new venture is called adult education-not because it is 

confined to adults but because adulthood, maturity, defines its limits. (pp. 4-5) 

Lindeman’s assumptions provided the basis for all other researchers investigating 

adult learning (Knowles, et al, 1998).  Some researchers believe that Lindeman’s work 

set the foundation for much of the work of Malcolm Knowles, often credited as the 

father of adult learning (Henry, 2011; Taylor & Kroth, 2009).  Lindeman’s 

assumptions about adult learners included the arenas of motivation for learning, a life-

centered approach to learning, experience as the foundation of learning, the need for 

self-directed learning, and individual differences within learners which increase with 

age (Knowles et al., 1998).    

The spectrum: From andragogy to pedagogy. Knowles, Holton, and 

Swanson (1998) state that pedagogy assumes that children need to learn only what the 

teacher teaches; prior experience is not necessary to learn a new skill; and the student 

is dependent on the teacher.  In a pedagogical model, the teacher controls the content 

and the learning (McGrath, 2009). Pedagogy, defined by Knowles (1969) as “the study 

of youth learning” (p. 28), differs vastly from andragogy, “the art and science of 

helping adults learn” (Knowles, 1970, p. 38).  Understanding the differences between 

the two allows the reader to comprehend the context behind the distinct approaches 

these paradigms offer educators.  According to Knowles (1980), one cannot truly 

capture the nature of andragogy without also understanding pedagogy because the two 

fall on a spectrum with one at either end.  
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Pedagogy focuses on content, while andragogy focuses on the learning process 

(Knowles, 1980).  Gitterman (2004) states pedagogy is a subject-centered approach 

where the subject of interest is whatever the content a teacher assigns the student to 

learn.  Such an approach stems from a behaviorist conceptual framework in which the 

learner’s education is managed and achieved through B.F. Skinner’s model of operant 

conditioning and its system of rewards and punishments (Gitterman, 2004).   

Pedagogy assumes that all people within a culture are willing to learn the same 

material because that culture dictates it as necessary (Knowles, 1980).  Such symmetry 

offers the perfect environment for standardized curriculum; however, a pedagogical 

assumption does not offer the opportunity for learning how to become a self-directed 

learner, which offers a lifetime of inquiry both in and outside the classroom (Knowles, 

1980).   

In his account of the transition in the educational paradigm from a pure 

pedagogical model towards a teaching model aimed at adults, Malcolm Knowles 

(1980) credits Alfred North Whitehead, a philosopher of the early twentieth century, 

as the first person to state that education should be a life-long learning process because 

people are, for the first time ever, outliving cultural changes.  With the technological 

advances of the twentieth century, people are now acquiring new knowledge faster 

than ever and it is reasonable to assume that information regarded as relevant when a 

learner enters college may not be by the time they complete their degree (Taylor, 

2006).   Referring to Whitehead’s statement regarding learning, Knowles (1980) 

remarks that the most critical education one can learn is how to learn.  In his book 



PERCEPTION OF ADULT LEARNERS                                                                  32 

 

Continuing Your Education, Cyril Houle (1964) compels adult learners to take 

advantage of the opportunities to learn throughout their life.  Houle (1964) 

recommends learners take advantage of such a privilege by making use of public 

libraries, local colleges and universities, community agencies, city recreation 

departments, and anywhere else they can participate in novel learning experiences.  

Continued effort to learn is one way adults can stave off a dull and dying mind (Houle, 

1964).   

If both children and adults can master the art of how to learn, then they can 

truly embark on a lifelong journey of education (Knowles, 1980).  Yet, Knowles 

(1980) recognized that at his time in the early twentieth century, the assumptions 

within the pedagogical model were not one size fits all.  Teaching based solely on the 

underpinnings of pedagogy may very well leave out an entire sector of learners, adults.  

In order to best meet the educational needs of adult learners, one must first understand 

the foundation of and elements within andragogy.   

An Andragogical Process Model 

Referring to research published by numerous teachers in the Journal of Adult 

Education from 1929 through 1948, Knowles (1980) remarks on the consistent 

dissonance from these writers regarding the disconnect between the pedagogical 

paradigm and what they are actually experiencing in their adult-learning classrooms.  

Although these writers sensed pedagogical dissonance, further research into adult 

education did not continue until 1961 with the work of Cyril O. Houle’s, The 

Inquiring Mind.   
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Although andragogy was originally defined by European educators and 

introduced to Knowles in 1966 (Henry, 2011), Knowles (1980) largely credits Houle’s 

investigation of adult learning as the impetus for the development of andragogy as a 

specific educational model. Houle (as cited in Knowles, 1980) found that adult 

learners were goal-oriented, activity-oriented, and learning-oriented.  Building on 

these classifications, Knowles (1980) outlined six assumptions of the adult learner 

which became the cornerstone for Knowles’ definition of andragogy as separate from 

pedagogy.   

Andragogical assumptions of adult learners. Knowles’ six assumptions of 

adult learners are in these areas (1) need to know, (2) self-concept, (3) experience, (4) 

readiness to learn, (5) orientation to learn, and (6) motivation to learn (Taylor & 

Kroth, 2009).  Andragogy assumes adult learners to be largely self-directed; however, 

because people mature at different rates, learners may need guidance for some lessons 

(Knowles, 1980).  The adult learner brings with them a bevy of rich and meaningful 

information from their accumulated life experiences, and teachers using experiential 

lesson techniques will be most helpful (Knowles, 1980).   

Recognizing the differences between teaching children and adults, instructors 

should work with adult learners to help them discover their interests and develop what 

they need to know about those interests (Knowles, 1980).  While Brookfield (1986) 

encourages instructors to facilitate such discovery, he warns that adult learners, much 

more so than younger learners, can become defensive when challenged to critically 

reflect on their experiences.  Dirkx (2008) concurs the strongest emotion adult learners 



PERCEPTION OF ADULT LEARNERS                                                                  34 

 

experience in the educational environment is discourse in values or interest.  An 

instructor can ease the trials associated with the individual differences of adult learners 

by respecting such differences while maintaining attention to the collaborative group 

of the classroom rather than isolating one particular student, which may increase their 

feelings of vulnerability (Brookfield, 1986).  Finally, adult learners do not consider 

their educational lessons as arbitrary information that they may or may not use later in 

life rather, they must be something the learner finds useful for their everyday life and 

for attainment of their full potential (Knowles, 1980).  Understanding the assumptions 

of adult learners enables educators to determine how to design instruction that aligns 

with the needs of learners.  

Process design elements. Andragogy differs from pedagogy primarily in that 

andragogy focuses on the process of learning rather than solely on content (Knowles, 

et al., 1998).  A process model of education requires the instructor to serve as a 

facilitator, providing a variety of resources for learners to explore in order to create 

meaningful learning experiences for themselves; whereas, a content model, one that 

traditional education is based on, provides the learner with the knowledge and skills 

needed to achieve course outcomes (Knowles, et al., 1998).  

A process model still requires an instructor to design the course; however, the 

design elements differ from those within a content model (Knowles, et al., 1998).  The 

process design elements include  

1. Preparing the learner;  

2. Preparing an appropriate environment to learn within;  
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3. Creating a mechanism for mutual planning between the learner and 

instructor;  

4. Diagnosing needs of learners;  

5. Providing content objectives to satisfy the needs of the learners;  

6. Designing a pattern of learning experiences;  

7. Conducting such experiences with appropriate techniques; and  

8. Evaluating outcomes and diagnosing learning needs (Knowles, et al., 

1998).    

Andragogy in Practice   

Andragogy’s largest influence in education may not necessarily be in defining 

the adult learning process but rather to inform an educator’s practice of teaching adults 

(Merriam, 2001).  Prior to such discussions related to andragogy, educators treated all 

students, regardless of age or circumstances, with the same instructional practice.  

Brookfield (1986) concurs because the term teacher comes with such a traditional 

connotation, the term of facilitator is more appropriate.   

Assessing andragogy in practice. Andragogy has set the stage for educators 

to evaluate their own practices of teaching adults to determine if they are, in fact, 

acknowledging and respecting the assumptions about adult learners as previously 

described by Knowles (Merriam, 2001).  Determined to find out if the assumptions 

about adult learners are acknowledged and respected in law school programs 

traditionally attended by adult learners, Taylor and Kroth (2009) focused their 
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investigation on the Socratic teaching method to determine if it meets the criteria 

outlined within andragogy.   

Taylor and Kroth (2009) developed the Teaching Methodology Instrument 

(TMI) to investigate whether the Socratic teaching method is based on principles of 

pedagogy or andragogy.   In such an environment, teachers assign case studies for 

learners to dissect lessons.  Teachers rarely provide detailed lessons leading to the 

answer, instead they allow opportunities for learners to come up with their own 

solutions (Taylor & Kroth, 2009).  

 Taylor and Kroth (2009) developed TMI as an instrument that can specifically 

test a teaching methodology on its application of pedagogical or andragogical tenants 

utilizing the six assumptions of adult learning outlined by Malcolm Knowles.  The 

TMI can be used on any teaching method by following the model, which has a grid 

layout including, from descending order 

 Concepts of Regard, which contain the characteristics that separate pedagogy 

from andragogy (according to Knowles);  

 Questions of Assumptions, which provide further detail regarding the concepts 

of regard and the;  

 Box Score Level, in which the researcher rates the statements relating to the 

assumptions based on what they have experienced (Taylor & Kroth, 2009).  

Taylor and Kroth (2009) find that the Socratic teaching methodology is 

teacher-centered, rather than student-centered and therefore, follows the pedagogical 

paradigm.  Taylor and Kroth (2009) interpret their findings to suggest that TMI may 
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enable teachers to discover what theory their teaching methodology is currently based 

on in order to make andragogical adjustments, if necessary.  Andragogy is not a theory 

of adult learning, rather it is a set of assumptions that inform educators about the 

context from which the adult learner views the educational environment and specific 

needs of such learners (Merriam, 2001).   

What’s age got to do with it? Knowles (1980) distinguished andragogy from 

pedagogy insinuating the former to be a separate paradigm of learning.  On the other 

hand, Merriam (2001) asserts that andragogy may not solely be related to adult 

learners but could be assumed by learners of all ages, depending on their individual 

circumstances (Merriam, 2001).   

Defining an adult learner’s needs should be based on individual circumstances 

rather than solely on age (Merriam, 2001).  Other researchers concur that too much 

emphasis is placed on age rather than on the external experience of the individual 

student (Miglietti & Strange, 1998).  In their quantitative study with over 180 students, 

Miglietti and Strange (1998) explored the experiences of adult students, they defined 

as underprepared, in a two-year college program and found no statistical significance 

related to the age of the learner on course grades.  Malcolm Knowles also recognized 

the need to focus less on age and more on the individuality of learners so much so that 

he subsequently altered his definition of andragogy, the art and science of teaching 

adults, by replacing adults with human beings (Henry, 2011). With respect to the 

unique circumstances some young people face, Knowles (1980) stated  
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Furthermore, even children and youth are likely to be adult to some degree.  A 

high school student who is working part-time or taking care of the household 

of an ill parent or editing a school newspaper is performing adult roles to a 

degree. And many youth are taking a high degree of responsibility for their 

own lives outside of school and resent being given little responsibility for their 

lives in school. (p. 24) 

Understanding the need to focus more on individual differences rather than 

age, faculty members should maintain vigilance in working with individual learning 

styles and further support students in their need for reflection and active participation 

(Truluck & Courtenay, 1999).  Research focused on this trend may help faculty and 

administrators understand how to best meet the diverse needs for learners of today and 

tomorrow.    

 Self-directed learning. One of the assumptions Knowles (1970) described 

about the adult learner is that being a self-directed learner, he/she would take 

responsibility for learning.  Self-Directed Learning (SDL) gained attention from 

educators around the same time as andragogy as another educational paradigm 

recognizing the learning differences between adults and children (Merriam, 2001).  

Self-Directed Learning (SDL) was spear-headed through the work of Cyril O. Houle 

and followed-up by Allen Toule (Merriam, 2001).  Self-directed learning recognizes 

that learning can occur in any environment, it occurs daily, and is systematic 

(Merriam, 2001).  The three goals of SDL are (1) learning is proactive in that the 

student is responsible for his/her learning, (2) learning fosters transformational 
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learning, and (3) learning promotes emancipatory learning and social action (Merriam, 

2001).   

 In self-directed learning, adults must recognize the internal cognitive shift that 

occurs alongside the context of external responsibilities needed to facilitate such 

learning (Brookfield, 1986).  “The most complete form of self-directed learning occurs 

when process and reflection are married in the adult’s pursuit of meaning” 

(Brookfield, 1986, p. 58).  Though there is yet to be one defined theory representing 

adult learning (Merriam, 2001), continued efforts in how institutions of higher 

education (IHE) support and respect adult learners through their curriculum, 

instruction and infrastructure may inform future research.  This research may range 

from exploring the philosophy to explaining the process and action leading to 

successful supports of such learners (Merriam, 2001).  Indeed, research in self-

directed learning has provided educators with another lens through which to 

understand adult learning and the diverse variables within such a process and within 

formal learning environments (Caffarella, 1993).    

Adult Learners in Higher Education  

Brookfield (1995) states there is no cookie-cutter definition appropriate for 

understanding how adults learn.  Agreeing that adult experiences provide a rich 

resource for gathering information and for cognitive development, Brookfield (1995) 

further posits that it is critical to define learning in addition to defining our 

understanding of andragogy.  Crucial to this understanding of learning and adult 

education, one must define whether learning changes behavior or cognition 
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(Brookfield, 1995).  K. Norris (personal communication, July 16, 2010) argues 

learning changes behavior while Vygotsky (1978) maintains learning impacts 

cognitive development.   

A more comprehensive definition may include that learning impacts both 

behavior and cognition whereas the two cannot be separated (Brookfield, 1995).  

Brookfield further cements the need to understand the experience of learning from the 

adult learner rather than how it is traditionally viewed from the analysis of the 

instructor.   

Defining Adult Learners in Higher Education 

Faculty members, on average, in higher education are looking closely at the 

unique characteristics of adult learners and of how to meet their needs (Lorenzetti, 

2004). The assumption among administrators and faculty in higher education is that 

the adult learner is unique (Barnett, 1999) in that they negotiate their college education 

while maintaining external responsibilities as workers, parents and spouses (Kasworm, 

2003).  Keeping such variables in mind, postsecondary educators can capitalize on the 

adult learner’s maturity and experience in ways that will not only support the learner’s 

success in college but also in the lifelong learning process (Maehl, 2000).   

More than half of the college students currently in the United States are over 

twenty-five years old and the average adult learner is married while also juggling 

college with work (Lorenzetti, 2004). The adult learner remains focused on their end 

goal, degree completion, in spite of those additional challenges being added to the 

work load (Lorenzetti, 2004). Typically, the adult learner goes to college to pursue 
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professional and technical programs such as degrees or certificates in the health care 

industry, business, and education (Jacobs, 2001). Adult learners seek ways to 

understand the course material in relation to their life outside of school and they share 

their experiences and crystallized intelligence with the younger students in class 

(Brookfield, 1986; Cranton, P., 2006; Gitterman, 2004; Maehl, 2000).   

Adult learners bring varied life experience to classrooms, enriching traditional 

students’ experiences by providing positive role models in regards to motivation, 

maturity, skills and attitudes (Wlodkowski, 1999). These positive influences are 

compounded by the realistic challenge that adult learners have less time and possibly 

fewer resources to accomplish active campus engagement and social relations 

(Kasworm, 2003).  Barnett (1999) further states that the challenges of adult learners 

may become even more difficult to negotiate when entering higher education because 

they have returned to an uncomfortable feeling of dependence in the classroom 

learning new material. 

Although much of the research regarding adult learners states that such 

learners are motivated and self-directed (Cranton, 2006), Knowles (1970) notes that 

the adult learner may not know how to be an adult learner.  All adults, up to this point, 

have grown up in an educational system based on a pedagogical model; therefore, it is 

quite common for these individuals to assume a dependent role once they are in an 

educational setting even if they tend to be very self-directed in other avenues of their 

life (Knowles, 1970).  Due to the educational frames of reference adults may have, it 

is imperative for teachers to develop their practice with this perspective in mind in 
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order to ensure that the educational process and practice meets the varying needs of 

adult learners (Knowles, 1970).   

Emotional Challenges for Adult Learners in Higher Education  

Kasworm (2008) acknowledges the often-chaotic circumstances that may lead 

many adults to first-time or returning entry in college.  Kasworm (2008) recognizes 

the choice the adult learner makes to enter college as an act of hope that education will 

be the key to new opportunities, new employment and other life-changing 

possibilities.  The acts of hope, as outlined by Kasworm, represent the emotional 

development of adult learners, from choosing to enter college followed through the 

sustained effort towards degree completion.   

Though emotion, in relation to education, is considered important for a 

learner’s self-esteem and motivation, it is also considered a great burden (Dirkx, 

2008).  Emotion, primarily negative emotion, can often over-shadow everything, 

including cognitive effort in learning (Dirkx, 2008).  Based on the complexities of the 

adult learner’s life with multiple external responsibilities coupled with becoming a 

college student, many adult learners experience great intense emotional conflict and 

are in need of support and, as Kasworm states, hope.  “At the heart of collegiate 

learning is the recognition of the adult as not just a mind at work, but also of a 

complex individual who is both a learner and a contributor to the class and the 

institution” (Kasworm, 2008, p. 33).    

Emotions are often considered a monkey on the back of the learner that needs 

to be dealt with prior to accomplishing learning objectives (Dirkx, 2008).  In refute, 
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research on neuronal transmission supports the role of emotion in cognition in that 

emotions cannot be separated from a person’s thoughts and memory and, in fact, can 

help to cement meaning and context necessary for proper reasoning and decision-

making (Hill, 2001).  Educators can facilitate adult learning by fostering positive 

emotional experiences within the course, which in turn impact a learner’s recall with 

greater detail (Hill, 2001).   

Kasworm’s (2008) acts of hope constitute four emotional challenges adult 

learners face in regards to higher education.  The first of these challenges is to actively 

decide to become a student and seek admission to a college of choice.  Unlike their 

traditional-aged peers, adult learners do not see college as a time of separation from 

the past life they were living; instead they realize the two worlds must be integrated 

carefully (Brookfield, 1986; Kasworm, 2008).   

The second act of hope is that the adult learner must feel engaged in the 

college environment (Kasworm, 2008). With the time constraints faced by the adult 

learners, social engagement is often limited however; the research states the adult 

learner is less likely to hesitate to ask for assistance or even demanding better service 

from the institution leading them to be active in the collegial experience.     

The third act of hope represents the adult learner’s successful ability to 

integrate new knowledge from the classroom with their real-world experience and thus 

assimilate and accommodate for that newly acquired information (Kasworm, 2008). 

This adaptation to the student’s schema allows them to feel more engaged and at one 

with the collegial experience.  
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The fourth act of hope relates to the student’s ability to understand their role as 

a learner and that it does not end with college (Kasworm, 2008). Adult learners will 

continue to seek out new experiences and be able to analyze their experience within 

the cultural and social context from which it is happening, further allowing them to 

gain insight in their life outside of school.  Recognizing and possibly, even more 

importantly, accepting one’s emotional self enables learners to achieve a deeper 

understanding of how they are constructing meaning within their learning experiences 

(Clark & Dirkx, 2008).   

Askham (2008) sought to understand the higher education experience from the 

perspective of adult learners through a two-year, longitudinal study with adults over 

the age of thirty-five attending college for first time and enrolled in distance learning 

classes.  Previous research contributed to the assumption that adult learners experience 

great anxiety when entering school because they are forced into a dual role of worker 

and student (Barnett, 1999 as cited in Askham, 2008).  Learners face a new challenge 

in that they have been mature, responsible, and competent member of the work force 

for an extended period of time and now they have returned to an uncomfortable 

feeling of dependence being in a classroom learning new material (Barnett, 1999 as 

cited in Askham, 2008).   

Askham (2008) notes that the qualitative insights provided by this research did 

show significant emotional impacts on adult learners from the college experience.  

However, he also notes that these emotional challenges are much the same for younger 

students (Askham, 2008).   Askham (2008) states that although there are clear 
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differences between the two groups, both are greatly impacted by the educational 

experience and it is that experience of being challenged intellectually and emotionally 

that should allow the two groups to be more integrated.  Understanding this similarity 

makes traditional and non-traditional students more alike than previously thought.  

Two central themes emerged from Askham’s (2008) data on adult learners: 

context and identity.  Askham (2008) outlines the positive and negative associations 

related to both themes.  The positive component of context was defined as a learning 

community that is created through combined effort and resources available to learners 

from people in their life, both in and outside of the school environment.  The negative 

component is stated as an “alien culture” (Askham, 2008, p. 90) that is created by the 

overwhelming and often confusing nature of higher education to someone who is 

unfamiliar with navigating such new rules and regulations.  The positive component of 

identity, labeled as anticipation, relates to the learners’ perceptions of increased self-

esteem and motivation regarding the educational experience (Askham, 2008).  The 

negative dimension was the anxiety experienced relating to perceptions of academic 

success as well as guilt related to decreased motivation and personal limitations 

(Askham, 2008).  In addition to emotional challenges; other variables, such as learning 

styles and belief structures also impact adult learning experiences and such variables 

should also be evaluated by educators prior to developing course design and 

instruction (Askham, 2008).    
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Factors Influencing Adult Learners’ Experiences in Higher Education   

Further exploring the adult learner’s role and experience in higher education, 

Sander (2008) states one major assumption is that adults are hands-on learners, which 

may presume a self-directed approach.  In their research on learning styles amongst 

adult learners, Truluck and Courtenay (1999), studied over 170 adult learners and 

found that adult learners respond more effectively and have greater success in the 

classroom when they have opportunity for reflection, rather than just access to hands-

on learning.   

Truluck and Courtenay (1999) assert that learning styles become more diverse 

and individualistic as people age. Truluck and Courtenay (1999) found that adult 

learners were actually evenly spread out across three learning styles: Assimilator 

(learning through theory); Accommodator (learning by feeling and doing); and 

Diverger style (learning by feeling and watching). The remaining few followed the 

fourth style, Converger (thinking and doing while learning).  However, when divided 

by age, older learners preferred the Assimilator and Diverger styles, which conflicts 

with the previous theories regarding an adult learners’ preference for hands-on 

learning. Disagreement in the research regarding the needs of adult learners further 

complicates understanding how to best support such learners in higher education. 

Regarding efforts that support the adult learner in college, Kasworm (2008) 

states that there are three factors that significantly influence the adult learner’s 

experience and potential success in undergraduate education.  First is the classroom 

environment; the adult learner sees the classroom as the atmosphere for learning and 
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being a student, leading to active engagement in the process (Kasworm, 2008).  

Younger students, on the contrary, may feel more strongly about peer relations 

impacting their undergraduate experiences.  Second, adult learners noted that 

instructors helped cement meaning in the material (Kasworm, 2008).  Third, the adult 

learners noted that they became more engaged when the knowledge was clearly 

related to their educational and career goals (Kasworm, 2008).  Lessons could be 

either practical or theoretical as long as they were seen as useful for achieving goals.  

In addition to the factors Kasworm (2008) outlines to support adult learner 

success in college, Kasworm (2003) also states that the adult learners’ belief 

structures, referred to by the author as knowledge voices, also impact their success.  

The research sample included ninety adult learners enrolled in undergraduate 

programs within a variety of community colleges, liberal arts colleges, and public 

universities.  The knowledge voices describe the ways in which adult learners 

understand their experience and utilize that information into concrete methods for 

achieving goals (Kasworm, 2003).  Kasworm (2003) organizes adult learners’ 

complex undergraduate experience into five knowledge voices described as 

1. The entry voice, which is a paradigm that differentiates academic from real-

world knowledge; 

2. The outside voice, which relates academic knowledge to how it relates to 

his/her work, family and personal life; 
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3. The cynical voice, which sees the academic experience as a necessary evil in 

order to gain their degree but that their real-world experience is most 

important;   

4. The straddling voice, which equally values both the academic and real-world 

knowledge and experience; and 

5. Finally, the inclusion voice, which represents those students who aim high in 

academia not only in a sense of achieving good grades but also in creating an 

enriching learning experience for themselves.  The student with the inclusion 

voice treasures their learning experience as meaningful and enriching to their 

everyday lives.   

Commonality amongst all participants was in the learners’ beliefs that the instructor 

plays a critical role in enhancing a meaningful experience when he/she takes the 

learner’s previous experience into account and created assignments and content that is 

relatable and applicable to the learner’s real-life. 

Each voice focuses on some aspect of skill, knowledge, or attitude in and 

outside the school environment, which may help or hinder a learner’s success in 

college (Kasworm, 2003).   Determining the frame of reference that a student comes to 

class with could assist faculty in determining the best-individualized plan to support 

that student.   

Asynchronous Online Learning   

Defining distance education requires specific attention to the time period one is 

referring to when using such a term.  For instance, the oldest form of distance 
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education is one in which most children and adults are familiar with and that is in the 

form of homework (Davey, 1999).  Distance education also refers to correspondence 

courses, now commonly referred to as independent studies courses, in which the 

teacher describes objectives and assignments in writing and a student completes the 

course, on their own and returns their assignments to the teacher to be graded (Davey, 

1999).  Once playback video broadcasting became largely available in homes 

throughout the 1970’s and 80’s, different opportunities within distance education 

increased substantially (Davey, 1999).   

At colleges across the country, online instruction, as another form of distance 

education, is on the rise (Ausburn, 2004; Stumpf, McCrimon, & Davis, 2005).  Many 

traditional institutions that never would have imagined enrolling online students are 

now close to or above fifty-percent of their students enrolled in online classes 

(Carnevale, 2006).  For more than a decade, this increased enrollment caused concern 

for institutions that offer Federal Student Aid to assist students because of the Fifty-

Percent Rule (Carnevale, 2006).   

Passed in 1992 in order to counter the fraudulent online colleges (diploma 

mills), this law stated that no college will be eligible for federal financial aid money if 

they have more than fifty-percent of their students taking distance-learning courses 

(Carnevale, 2006).  This law was overturned in 2006 because it became apparent that 

students wanted online instruction.  Since then there has been a nationwide insurgence 

of online degree programs and private colleges that are offering extensive online 

programs (Allen et al., 2013; MacKeogh & Fox, 2009).    
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An Evolution of Distance Education 

With the insurgence of online educational opportunities, the demographics 

within such environments is largely comprised of adult learners (Ausburn, 2004).  

O’Toole and Essex (2012) consider the educational setting critical in consideration of 

the adult learner.  Pointing to later developments in Malcolm Knowles’ original theory 

of andragogy, O’Toole and Essex (2012) reiterate that learning is a lifelong process 

and that the age of the learner, as Knowles states in his most recent theory of 1986, 

may not be a factor relating to the ways in which the learner learns best.  With this in 

mind, the authors point out that it may very well be the setting in which the education 

takes place that is a key determinant in the art of teaching adults (O’Toole & Essex, 

2012).  

Eastmond’s (1998) research on internet-based educational environments 

outlines three models (types) of distance education.  Type I refers to traditional 

distance education, through the primary use of telephone correspondence and hard-

copy textbooks and course documents, supplemented with some internet-based 

activities (Eastmond, 1998).  The Type I environment is ideal for learners with little 

experience or confidence in online learning who still are interested in getting their feet 

wet.  Type II refers to computer conferencing and delivers instruction and 

communication primarily through the Internet though course documents and texts are 

hard copies and assignments are submitted through the mail (Eastmond, 1998).  This 

type of delivery benefits students because of the peer to peer and peer to instructor 

collaboration that occurs through online discussion forums.  Type III refers to virtual 
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courses and institutions where all objectives are met utilizing sophisticated use of 

internet-based instruction (Eastmond, 1998).        

 Although resources in education have advanced with the use of technological 

tools in classrooms, people, adults and children alike, are still being taught much in the 

same way they have always been taught – in a classroom setting (O’Toole & Essex, 

2012).  These same technological advances are used in the education of adults as well; 

however, we now see them being used in different instructional models (O’Toole & 

Essex, 2012) such as those described in different types of internet-based instruction 

characterized by Eastmond (1998).  Examining how technology impacts adult learning 

may expand avenues and approaches towards facilitating the adult learner toward 

successful achievement in their college experience.   

Course Design and Instruction  

Advances such as distance learning, and specifically asynchronous online 

learning, defined “simply as an instruction and learning practice, utilizing technology 

and involving students and teachers who are separated by time and space” (Burke, 

2002, p.4 as cited in Stumpf, McCrimon, & Davis, 2005) have provided adults the 

opportunity to learn in the workplace rather than solely in the classroom (O’Toole & 

Essex, 2012).  However, O’Toole and Essex (2012) state that these technological 

advances have made it easier for anyone to serve as a course facilitator because they 

can easily flip through slides of previously loaded information however, O’Toole and 

Essex (2012) continue to state their caution that such facilitators should not take the 
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place of teachers, trained to educate adults.  Regardless of the title, teacher, instructor, 

facilitator; Brookfield (1998) cautions all educators of adults that  

Nevertheless, teachers of adults cannot simply function as process managers, 

resource persons, and technicians of learning.  What teachers must strive to do, 

and what is perhaps the most difficult of all pedagogic balances to strike, it to 

prompt adults to consider alternatives and to encourage them to scrutinize their 

own values and behaviors, without making this scrutiny such a disturbing and 

personally threatening experience as to become a block to learning.  There is 

no point in a teacher rigorously pursuing the critical examination of group 

members’ dearly held beliefs, if that process is so anxiety producing for 

participants that they feel they must leave the group to protect their self-

esteem. (Brookfield, 1998, p. 136) 

Such technological advances lead to a greater need for research to determine how the 

environment, whether it is a school or work setting, and the instructional model of the 

lessons impact the learning that occurs (O’Toole & Essex, 2012).   

The opportunities for online education, in both employment and higher 

education arenas, have continued to increase (Ausburn, 2004; Carnevale, 2006; 

Davey, 1999; Park & Choi, 2009; Stumpf et al., 2005).  However, with such increases 

in online learning opportunities, subsequent increases in drop-out rates for adult 

learners in such programs continue to occur (Park & Choi, 2009).  With a sample of 

147 adult learners who had completed or dropped-out of online courses at a mid-

western university, Park and Choi (2009) conducted a quantitative study to determine 
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what factors significantly impact whether a learner continues in the course or drops 

out.  Results indicated that internal factors, such as a learner’s age, gender and 

educational experience show no statistical impact regarding continued participation in 

online courses; however, family and organizational (workplace) support are 

considerably impactful.   

Understanding the course design elements adult learners prefer, specifically 

within blended online learning environments, was the focus on Ausburn’s (2004) 

research.  Ausburn’s (2004) study consisted of 67 adult learners enrolled in the 

researcher’s five hybrid college courses.  These courses utilized Blackboard for the 

online learning platform and as hybrid, blended, courses, they contained components 

of online learning with specific face-to-face meeting times.  Research instrumentation 

included a questionnaire designed by the researcher as well as the Assessing the 

Learning Strategies of Adults (ATLAS) self-test (Ausburn, 2004).   

 The purpose of using the ATLAS self-test was to categorize learners into one 

of the three types of learners: Navigators, who are results-oriented learners; Problem-

Solvers, who are critical thinkers aimed at exploring all potential roads in an attempt 

to find a solution to a problem and; Engagers, who are intrinsically motivated learners 

highly involved in the learning process for the enjoyment and sake of achieving a 

meaningful learning experience (Ausburn, 2004).   

 The various types of learners identified by the ATLAS self-test describe 

learning strategies that these learners employ while engaging in the educational 

process.  Ausburn (2004) prefers learning strategies to describe experience rather than 
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learning styles because such styles describe in-grained methods a learner uses to take-

in information rather than how they process information into meaningful knowledge.  

Because Ausburn (2004) is attempting to identify course elements most appreciated by 

adult learners, identifying the learner’s strategy for learning was most appropriate 

because it is based on personal preference of the learner.   

 In addition, to identifying learner demographic criteria, such as age, gender, 

previous educational experience and technology skills, Ausburn’s (2004) 

questionnaire asked learners to rate fifteen course instructional goals according to their 

perception of the value of such goals as they relate to the learner’s experience and 

success in the course, as well as asking participants to rank eight common course 

features according to their value.   

 The top rated course design features included (1) course announcements and 

reminders from the instructor, (2) course information documents, (3) assignment 

instructions and details for completion, and (4) course instructional content and 

materials (Ausburn, 2004).  Ausburn (2004) recognizes that the features related to 

classmate and instructor communication could have been ranked lowest in value due 

to the nature of these courses including face-to-face time, potentially lessening the 

need for additional online interaction.  The top-rated instructional goals included 

opportunities for (1) customizable learning, (2) self-directed learning, (3) variety in 

lessons and assignments, (4) active engagement between students and instructor, and 

(5) reliable two-way communication with the instructor (Ausburn, 2004).   
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Challenges within Asynchronous Adult Online Learning   

Based on the results of Ashburn’s (2004) study, though limited in 

generalizability to learners enrolled in blended courses utilizing Blackboard, one can 

assert that faculty should place significant attention to offering students variety in their 

learning assessments, as well as encouraging communication between learners 

themselves and with the instructor (Ausburn, 2004).  Learners especially appreciate 

the frequent reminders regarding assignment due dates and strategies aimed at 

sustaining motivation, such as offering praise and remaining visible in the online 

component of the course (Ausburn, 2004).   

Park and Choi (2009) recognize that instructors have very little to no control 

over such external factors in a learner’s life; however, providing consistent 

motivational support and access to resources that may provide additional support are 

some ways to ease a learner’s burden.  If an instructor finds that there is little external 

support for the learner’s education, the instructor may be able to bridge the gap 

incentivizing the learning process through praise, rewards and increasing opportunities 

for real-world applicability of course lessons in order to sustain motivation (Park & 

Choi, 2009).  Although Park and Choi (2009) recommend designing courses to 

guarantee the online learner’s success, specific outcomes to achieve this are not clearly 

outlined. 

 Ausburn (2004) concluded that the adult learning theory elements of personal 

connection to the material, real-world applicability, self-directed learning 

opportunities, and a sense of community within the class are supported by this 
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research and further support the need for customization within online education to 

ensure a learning-centered approach.   

 Park and Choi (2009) conclude that institutions of higher education and 

specifically course designers and instructors, should carefully consider the external 

factors of a learner’s family and organizational support when designing curriculum.  

Park and Choi (2009) recommend instructors take the time to learn about the various 

external conditions in a learner’s life in order to foresee interventions that could help 

the learner stay in the course.  Wojecki (2007) recommends listening for identifiable 

themes from the stories the learners continuously share in their discussions and/or in 

their assignments.  Listening to the stories learners tell is incredibly helpful in 

identifying what is important to that learner (Wojecki, 2007).   

Traditionally, an objectivist paradigm, one in which learning is delivered to a 

student from a teacher through classroom lectures and pre-determined assignments, 

has been used within formal education (Gulati, 2008).  Gulati (2008) explores whether 

a constructivist approach can be upheld in an online environment through required 

responses to pre-designed discussion posts.  Such an environment is in direct 

opposition to the learner-centered paradigm of constructivism because learners may 

not be able or willing to authentically respond to questions that have been pre-

designed and with possibly no connection to their lives (Gulati, 2008).   

 Although online environments can increase a learner’s confidence because of 

the protection of the invisible nature of such an environment, there is also an increase 

risk of power imbalances as some students may not feel comfortable posting within an 
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active discussion and therefore, end up isolating themselves from the online 

community of learners within that discussion (Gulati, 2008).  If a stable community is 

not built within the online discussion environment, where each student feels safe to 

state their ideas to create a scholarly discourse, then a power imbalance occurs 

between those in the in-group, within the community, and those in the out-group, 

those who become silent participators (Gulati, 2008).   

 Realizing that these pre-defined discussions can lead to inauthentic, forced 

communication from learners, Gulati (2008) states that instructors must carefully 

design courses in a way that maximizes individual choices within the assignment, such 

as having elements of control over the content and/or direction of such discussions.  

Taylor (Hoare, 2006) agrees and further contends that instructors can maintain control 

and design over their objectives, lessons and assignments while ensuring respect for 

the self-directed learning style of adult learners by allowing the learners to experience 

themselves in the act of learning through a variety of techniques that challenge their 

present schemas.   

 Gulati (2008) concludes that online learning environments, particularly 

regarding the discussion forum component, mirror the elements of constructivism; 

however, in the context of formal education, too many constraints on autonomy, trust, 

safety, and control continue.  Educators within these environments must be proactive 

in understanding how they can design such environments to offer learners the 

opportunity to explore how they make meaning of the world around them and how to 

convey such understanding within the online environment.  Taylor (ed. Hoare, 2006) 
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recommends creating situational activities that allow the learners to work 

collaboratively with each other with specific intention of exploring the experience and 

hearing each other’s voices as shared through their stories.   

Summary 

 Adult learners are motivated, self-directed, and continue to be a growing 

population in higher education.  Understanding the unique characteristics of adult 

learners requires shifting the pedagogical paradigm, appropriate only for teaching 

children, to one based in andragogy, the science of helping adults learn.  Andragogy 

provides the lens from which educational models can be designed based on a 

foundation of achieving lifelong learning. Seminal writes on adult learning including, 

Eduard Lindeman (1926), Edward Thorndike (1928), Herbert Sorenson (1938), Cyril 

Houle (1964), and Malcolm Knowles (1970) concur that learning how to learn is a 

skill that will aid adults in a lifelong journey of knowledge production.  

 In his research on andragogy, Knowles (1980) outlined six assumptions of 

adult learners in areas of, need to know, self-concept, experience, readiness to learn, 

orientation to learn, and motivation to learn.  With respect to such assumptions, an 

andragogical process model is one in which the instructor serves as a facilitator and 

designs the course to include the following elements, preparing the learner, preparing 

an appropriate environment to learn within, creating a mechanism for mutual planning, 

diagnosing the needs of learners, providing content objectives to satisfy the needs of 

learners, designing a pattern of learning experiences, conducting such experiences 

with appropriate techniques, and evaluating outcomes and diagnosing learning needs.   
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 The self-directed nature of adults has more impact on their learning experience 

and differentiates them more so from younger learners than differences based solely 

on age.  With more than half the current college student population being adult 

learners, institutions of higher education must be vigilant in initiatives focused on 

honoring the diverse challenges faced by such learners in efforts that will support them 

towards successful degree completion.  Distance education, in the form of 

asynchronous online learning, enables adults to access educational opportunities 

previously too difficult to attain due to time constraints and geographical distance.  

Integrating andragogical design elements in an online learning environment requires 

creating a sense of community within the classroom and providing self-directed 

learning opportunities that can be applied to the learner’s real life.  Such efforts may 

further assist adults in sustaining their motivation and achieving their educational 

goals.   
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Chapter 3 – Research Design and Methodology 

Quantitative and qualitative research both embark on a journey of inquiry that 

will add to the knowledge base of a certain field of study (Padgett, 2004).  The 

difference between the two research designs lay in their approach and the following 

words of wisdom 

Be patient toward all that is unsolved in your heart and try to love the questions 

themselves, like locked rooms and like books that are now written in a very 

foreign tongue. Do not now seek the answers, which cannot be given you 

because you would not be able to live them. And the point is, to live 

everything. Live the questions now. Perhaps you will then gradually, without 

noticing it, live along some distant day into the answer. (Rainer Maria Rilke, 

excerpt from Letters to a Young Poet, July 16
th

, 1903) 

Such a quote reminds the reader that sometimes the most important knowledge we 

gain is not from the answers themselves but rather in the questions we ask.  

Qualitative Research Design 

 Quantitative and qualitative research differ in that the latter involves scientific 

analysis of data; whereas, qualitative research regards the questions themselves as a 

critical element in learning about a phenomenon of study (Padgett, 2004). In fact, it 

can be said that researchers who choose a quantitative design do so because they 

believe the true answer to their question already exists and can be uncovered through a 

systematic process (K. McCabe, personal communication, January 22, 2014). 

Qualitative researchers ask why but also ask how, in order to garner a deeper 
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understanding of data that is often rich with meaning that may not be unveiled in a 

mathematical analysis (Padgett, 2004).  Qualitative research is most appropriately 

used as the sole research design when one or more of the following conditions are 

evident, in that the subject of interest is  

 Not clearly defined and needs further exploration to increase understanding; 

 Something deeply ingrained into a person’s personal experience; 

 Complex or difficult to relate to; 

 Representing a specialist point of view, such as those held by politicians or 

community leaders; 

 Delicate, such as in the case of examining culture or another person’s feelings;  

 Sensitive, in that the nature of examination could be potentially painful to 

participants, such as in the case of abuse, illness, relationship breakups, or grief 

(Ritchie, Lewis, & Elam, 2003).   

Once a researcher has determined the appropriateness of qualitative research based on 

their general research question, he/she focuses their strategy of data collection based 

on the particular methodology chosen.  

 This researcher used a qualitative research design to answer the question, what 

do matriculated, undergraduate adult learners in an asynchronous online degree 

program describe as the essential elements of an ideal course experience? This 

question presumes that the adult learner experiencing the course constructs the reality 

of an ideal course.  A qualitative research design is most appropriate for this research 



PERCEPTION OF ADULT LEARNERS                                                                  62 

 

because the researcher is attempting to understand the meaning adult learners 

construct regarding their experiences in asynchronous online learning.   

 Creswell (2007) outlines five qualitative research approaches: narrative, 

phenomenological, grounded theory, ethnographic and case study.  Although there are 

some similarities between approaches; for instance, both narrative and case study 

research typically study only one participant, the main differences between research 

methodologies lie in the focus or purpose of the study (Creswell, 2007).  Narrative 

research focuses on studying one individual’s life, while the case study approach takes 

this another step further by developing an in-depth analysis of a study of an individual 

or case (Creswell, 2007).  Grounded theory research attempts to uncover or develop a 

general theory that underpins and describes the topic of interest (Creswell, 2007).  

Ethnographic research involves living within a culture of interest in order to best 

describe and interpret it (Creswell, 2007). Phenomenological research seeks to 

understand the very nature of an experience based on the meaning participants 

construct from living the experience (Creswell, 2007). This researcher employs the 

phenomenological approach because the research question is specifically focused on 

understanding the essence of an ideal, asynchronous online course as described by the 

very people enrolled in such courses.   

Phenomenology 

Qualitative research allows one to investigate subjective experiences in ways 

that provide rich, meaningful data (Creswell, 2009). Such investigations offer insight 

into the topic of study (Creswell, 2009).  Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, qualitative 
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research had expanded into various methodological approaches including the seminal 

methods of ethnography and grounded theory to new inquiry methods of 

phenomenology and narrative studies (Padgett, 2004). At first glance, it may appear 

that phenomenological research, a methodology within qualitative research, is simply 

just a matter of investigating participant experiences (Creswell, 2009); however, 

Dowling and Cooney (2012) note that this approach is considerably more complex in 

that there are numerous philosophical frameworks from which this approach may be 

utilized. 

Philosophical basis of phenomenology. The two main philosophical 

approaches of phenomenological research are transcendental/empirical and 

hermeneutic/interpretive (Dowling & Cooney, 2012).  The transcendental approach 

stems from the work of its founding father, Edmund Husserl, who believed that 

phenomenological research attempts to describe and explain participant experiences 

(Dowling & Cooney, 2012).  In reference to phenomenology, Clark Moustakas (1994) 

explains “The challenge facing the human science researcher is to describe things in 

themselves, to permit what is before one to enter consciousness and be understood in 

its meanings and essences in the light of intuition and self-reflection” (p. 27).  

Understanding the true essence of a phenomenon is accomplished when the researcher 

separates or brackets his or her own understanding from that of participants’ (Dowling 

& Cooney, 2012).  Researchers employing a transcendental approach stay as true as 

possible, with the help of bracketing, to the broad essence of meaning related to the 

phenomenon (Finlay, 2009).     
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Martin Heidegger, a former student of Husserl, argued that a researcher cannot 

separate their own experiences from their interpretation of the phenomenon and 

therefore bracketing is not possible (Dowling & Cooney, 2012).  Heidegger’s 

interpretive or hermeneutic approach to phenomenological research considered the 

researcher’s prejudgments to be an important component of the overall interpretation 

of the experience and its meaning to a broader audience (Dowling & Cooney, 2012).   

Traditional types of phenomenology. Although phenomenology, in general, 

attempts to understand the meaning of a phenomenon of interest; the philosophical 

approach adopted by the researcher will identify the specific process a researcher 

should employ in data collection and analysis (Finlay, 2009).  Finlay (2009) states that 

a researcher should clearly claim the philosophical approach he/she has adopted in 

order justify data collection procedures and analysis. The two traditional types of 

phenomenology are transcendental/empirical and hermeneutic/interpretive (Creswell, 

2013).  Both methods differ in philosophy, focus, goal, methodology, and the role of 

researcher (see Table 1).    

Transcendental/empirical phenomenology.  Transcendental phenomenology 

attempts to understand the essential elements of a phenomenon from the first-person 

accounts of the people living within the phenomenon (Creswell, 2013).  This type of 

phenomenology focuses solely on the experience itself in order to describe the 

phenomenon in an objective manner (Dowling & Cooney, 2012). The role of the 

researcher in this approach is to remain neutral as to not interfere with a participant’s 

construction of meaning (Laverty, 2003). Researchers bracket, or otherwise separate, 
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their personal views, values, and experiences away from the data (Dowling & Cooney, 

2012). Bracketing enables the focus to remain on the phenomenon itself, not on the 

researcher’s interpretation of it (Creswell, 2013). Bracketing remains the critical 

difference between the transcendental and hermeneutic approaches (Creswell, 2013; 

Dowling & Cooney, 2012; Laverty, 2003).   

Hermeneutic/Interpretive phenomenology. Hermeneutic or interpretive 

phenomenology refers to understanding the meaning people construct of an experience 

they are living and then communicating the interpretation of that meaning in the 

research analysis (Creswell, 2013).  This type of research focuses on the themes a 

researcher delineates from the perceptions of a person or group who are currently or 

have lived the phenomenon of study (Creswell, 2013).   Furthermore, Moustakas 

(1994) declares, “Interpretation unmasks what is hidden behind the objective 

phenomena” (p. 10).  In contrast, empirical/transcendental phenomenology focuses 

more on describing the perception of participants with no interpretation of meaning 

from the researcher (Creswell, 2013) because he/she has bracketed themselves out of 

the meaning-making process (Dowling & Cooney, 2012).  

  The lived experience. Although there are numerous qualitative approaches, 

this investigation employed hermeneutic phenomenological research as its method 

because this approach allowed the researcher to explore and interpret deep human 

experiences, such as those of student perceptions regarding their ideal course 

experience in an online learning environment (Creswell, 2009), their lived 

experiences.  In one study focusing on adult learners in higher education and their 
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perceived barriers, Deggs (2011) found the use of phenomenological research the most 

useful because it allowed for the participants’ voices to be heard through the research. 

From a social constructivist approach, hermeneutic phenomenology is the most 

appropriate method for understanding adult learners’ experiences in online learning 

because the meaning of such an experience is socially created through the researcher’s 

interpretation of the participant’s perceptions (Creswell, 2009).  

  Hermeneutic phenomenology procedures. Although there is no formal set of 

procedures for a hermeneutic phenomenological study, it is still important for a 

researcher to outline a plan of attack for their research (Creswell, 2007).  This 

researcher used Creswell’s (2007) basic format for research procedures involved in 

qualitative research that follows an interpretive/constructivist theoretical framework. 

Such procedures include 

 Identifying a problem statement and rationale for research;  

 Stating specific research questions that will guide data collection; 

 Detailing population of interest, sample of participants and setting context; and 

 Describing data collection methods and data analysis. 

In addition to the steps outlined above, this researcher also outlined limitations, 

assumptions, and ethical issues contained in the research.    

Problem and Purposes Overview 

Problem Statement 

The United States’ Department of Education’s National Center for Educational 

Statistics reported a 43% increase in adult learners entering college between 2000 and 
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2009, compared with only a 27% increase of traditional students (Snyder, & Dillow, 

2012).  In addition, a 23% rise in enrollments from the adult learner population is 

expected between 2010 and 2019 (Snyder, & Dillow, 2012).  Online learning 

opportunities in higher education are increasing just as dramatically as the increases 

seen in the adult learner population (MacKeogh & Fox, 2009).  Sixty-nine percent of 

higher education institutions now consider online learning as a critical component to 

long-term educational strategies (Allen et al., 2013).  As the population of adult 

learners keeps rising and population growth rates continue to stagnate (Johnson, 

2012), focusing strategies to support adult learners in higher education is critical.  

Currently, more than half of college students in the United States are over 25, married, 

and working (Kasworm, 2003, 2008; Lorenzetti, 2004) and 32% of all college students 

are enrolled in at least one online course (Allen et al., 2013).  

Faculty and administrators of higher education, for over three decades, have 

recognized the unique differences among nontraditional and traditional learners 

(Kasworm, 2003).  Although the characteristics of adult learners have been well 

defined and research has investigated variables that increase learner satisfaction and 

persistence in online education (Askham, 2008; Ausburn, 2004; Deggs, 2011; Park & 

Choi, 2009), specific attention to the learner’s perception of an ideal course  and its 

relation to the elements of andragogy have not been studied within an undergraduate, 

asynchronous online degree program.     
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Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this hermeneutic phenomenological study was to investigate 

participants’ perceptions of the phenomenon of adult learning in asynchronous online 

classes through an interpretation of their description of an ideal course.  This research 

enabled educators to understand the perceptions of adult learning as described from 

matriculated, undergraduate adult learners enrolled in an asynchronous online degree 

program at a traditional northeastern rural university, identified in this study as Green 

Valley University.  Results of this research may inform educators about ways to 

enhance meaningful learning experiences and to increase enrollment, persistence, and 

motivation in online degree programs.     

Research Questions 

Creswell (2007) recommends crafting a broad, general question that, 

specifically in phenomenological research, relates to the meaning of the very essence 

of the study. The central question in a phenomenological study should imply that all 

participants share some commonality that impacts how they construct meaning related 

to the phenomenon (Creswell, 2007). In this research, it is assumed all participants 

share the characteristics of adult learners described by Knowles (1980) in that they 

differ from children in their need to know, self-concept, experience, readiness to learn, 

orientation to learning and motivation to learn. The goal of sub-questions within a 

research study is to determine the procedural questions that will break down the broad 

topic into further examination (Creswell, 2007).    
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The overarching research question driving this study was what do 

matriculated, undergraduate adult learners in an asynchronous online degree 

program describe as the essential elements of an ideal course experience? Additional 

sub-questions for this study include, what are the elements of course design that adult 

learners perceive to be valuable in online classes? and Do participants in this study 

perceive elements of andragogy to be present in their courses? This researcher 

outlined specific statements and themes from the data, as recommended by Creswell 

(2007), to validate the answers to the sub-questions.  

Setting, Population, Sample 

Setting 

In hermeneutic phenomenology, the researcher respects that the phenomenon 

of interest does not occur in a vacuum (Cohen, Steeves, & Kahn, 2000). Rather, the 

meaning related to such a phenomenon must also be interpreted with consideration to 

its relation to the environmental setting (Cohen et al., 2000). In this research, the 

impact and meaning of andragogy on an adult learner’s experience cannot be fully 

understood unless the researcher takes into account the setting of an asynchronous 

online learning environment offered from a traditional four-year university. Green 

Valley University is a traditional, public, four-year University that offers 55 

undergraduate majors, 65 undergraduate minors, and 75 graduate degree and 

certification programs (see Table 2). The university has approximately 6738 students 

with the majority enrolled in undergraduate programs (see Table 2).  Of the 4,238 

undergraduate students, 2,202 are male and 2,036 are female with the average age of 
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20 (see Table 2). Green Valley University is centrally located in a rural, northeastern 

state.   

Table 2.  Institutional Demographical Facts 

Type: Public, 4-year university 

Setting: Rural 

Enrollment: 
UG: 4,238 

GR: 2,500 

Number of degrees 

offered: 

55 UG majors (4 of which are 100% online), 

65 UG minors 

75 GR degree/certifications 

Ratio of male to female 

UG students: 
1.08 

Average age of UG 

students: 
20 

Table 2. Note.  Green Valley University’s demographical information is 

provided with undergraduate abbreviated as UG and graduate abbreviated 

as GR.   

 

Institutional philosophy of traditional universities. Traditional, on-campus 

colleges and universities have a certain niche that is not easily replicated in online 

learning environments (Long, 2013). This niche resides in the very nature of such 

schools with on-campus living and activities dynamically impacting and aiding the 

developing of an adolescent into a more mature, experienced adult by the time they 

reach degree completion (Long, 2013).  Although it does not appear this niche can 

soon be replaced, institutions of higher education (IHE) are ideal for the traditional 

college student, but not so much for the adult learner who is unable to live on-campus 

(Long, 2013).  It is in the online learning environment that an adult learner can thrive 

when such classes are tailored for a learner’s specific needs. Online learning 
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opportunities are being explored by traditional colleges and universities as one way to 

manage costs and keep tuitions low (Long, 2013).      

Institutional attitudes toward online learning.  

External context.  Traditional universities must integrate political, cultural, 

and social contexts into their framework for practice (MacKeogh & Fox, 2009). Such 

contexts typically mirror those that are national focus points (MacKeogh & Fox, 

2009). In Europe, the Bologna Process involves creating national policies focused on 

strengthening the structure of Europe’s higher education system (Veiga, 2012).  The 

policies relate to national focus points of “mobility, attractiveness, social dimension 

and employability” (Veiga, 2012, p. 381). The Bologna Process was motivated by the 

success of the United States’ higher education system and established the European 

Higher Education Area (EHEA) based on the framework of that system (E. Gruner, 

personal communication, January 31, 2014). The EHEA was established in 2010, 

accomplishing a decade-long initiative, developed by the Bologna Process in order “to 

ensure more comparable, compatible and coherent systems of higher education in 

Europe” (“EHEA,” 2010).  The EHEA is a recent example of how European nations 

are working together to develop initiatives to ensure a stronger future for their higher 

education system. Other national collaborations, such as those conducted through the 

European Union, parallel such efforts outlined through the Bologna Process (Veiga, 

2012).  

In response to the pressure to provide continued opportunities that support 

lifelong learning, European countries, through the European Union, are increasing e-



PERCEPTION OF ADULT LEARNERS                                                                  72 

 

learning programs within traditional universities in an effort to show how such IHE 

are modernizing their curriculum (MacKeogh & Fox, 2009).  Modernizing the 

curriculum could be one way for European universities to level the playing with 

American universities, which are traditionally more successful in attaining 

international students (“The Role of the Universities in the Europe of Knowledge: 

Communication from the Commission,” 2004).    

In an analysis of 122 European IHE, researchers found that traditional IHEs 

adopted and expanded e-learning opportunities in order to  

 Enhance school reputation; 

 Develop information skills/literacies; 

 Widen access; 

 Support disabled students; 

 Improve quality of teaching and learning; 

 Increase flexibility; and 

 Reduce cost/improve cost effectiveness (MacKeogh & Fox, 2009). 

In addition to the specific efforts outlined above by some European universities, the 

3300 additional universities represented by the European Union are also working on 

increasing e-learning opportunities in order to attract highly-skilled workers that can 

compete in a globalized economy (“The Role of the Universities in the Europe of 

Knowledge: Communication from the Commission,” 2004).  The United States (U.S.) 

spends approximately two to five times more per student compared to European 

countries, primarily due to the large amount of private donations U.S.’s universities 
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receive (“The Role of the Universities in the Europe of Knowledge: Communication 

from the Commission,” 2004).  Because of this competitive market, European 

universities intend to capitalize on online learning initiatives for education and training 

in order to bridge the gap between European and United States’ universities (“The 

Role of the Universities in the Europe of Knowledge: Communication from the 

Commission,” 2004).  Such a competitive environment between European and 

American IHE, further support efforts of this research that may enable traditional 

American universities to remain the golden standard for education in both the 

traditional and online learning delivery models.   

Internal context.  Although policy makers on an institutional and federal level 

support broadening e-learning, such efforts are fruitless if faculty have not bought-in 

to the idea (Allen et al., 2013; MacKeogh & Fox, 2009). Faculty prefer traditional 

classroom teaching and are often highly skeptical of e-learning’s ability to foster a 

quality educational experience (MacKeogh & Fox, 2009).  In the United States, 

research conducted by the Babson Survey Research Group, showed only 30% of IHE 

report faculty acceptance of online learning (Allen et al., 2013).  Faculty level of 

acceptance, primarily in public IHEs continues to drop each year, as seen by the 2% 

decrease in acceptance in 2012 from 2011 (Allen et al., 2013).  

 The purpose of this research was not to investigate faculty perceptions of 

online learning for adult learners; however, it was important to consider appearance of 

faculty support as an element of questioning for participants of this research. Asking 

questions that can uncover a learner’s perception of faculty opinion for online 
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learning, could potentially expose themes related to support and/or barriers that could 

either help or hinder a learner’s progress and motivation in a class.  Faculty is the key, 

if not the crucial, element in the setting of the learning environment (Allen et al., 

2013).  Considering the setting as an integral component to how learners construct 

meaning of a phenomenon helps the researcher to identify all components related to a 

deeper understanding of a learner’s experience (Long, 2013).    

Population  

Quantitative research typically focuses on creating samples that are large in 

number and varied in characteristics in order to ensure results are generalizable to a 

greater population (Flick, 2008). In qualitative research, researchers attempt to gather 

samples based more on the meaning that members can add to the essence of the study 

(Flick, 2008). Qualitative researchers choose a sample from a population in a 

purposeful manner to ensure that specific characteristics of interest to the study are 

reflected in the group (Ritchie et al., 2003). The main types of sampling include 

 Purposive Sampling, in which the sample choice is based on certain criteria 

that is a key element needed for exploration of the research topic; 

 Theoretical sampling, typically used in the development of a grounded theory. 

This approach chooses a sample that adds to the development of a theory.  

Once the sample is tested, a new sample is chosen and this process continues 

until the researcher is satisfied that all elements of a theory have been tested; 

and 
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 Opportunistic and convenience sampling, as both imply are used when either a 

random opportunity was made available or because the sample is the easiest to 

obtain (Ritchie et al., 2003).  

Sample 

For the purpose of this research, purposive sampling is the most appropriate to 

certify that all participants share the same common characteristics.  Specifically, 

criterion sampling will be used as it is most beneficial in phenomenological research 

because it ensures that all members have experienced the phenomenon (Creswell, 

2007).  The sample for this research included adult learners enrolled in an online 

communication/media bachelor’s degree program at Green Valley University, a 

pseudonym for a northeastern, rural, public, and traditional university.  If any potential 

participants were under the age of 18, they were excluded from the research because 

they do not meet the legal definition of adult.    

Qualitative research provides rich, detailed data and therefore, a large sample 

size is often not only unnecessary but can also hinder progress on analysis due to the 

sheer volume of data (Ritchie et al., 2003). Most samples in qualitative research have 

under 50 participants and most have considerably smaller numbers (Ritchie et al., 

2003). In contrast to quantitative research, a qualitative researcher can add members to 

a sample during the research process if it is determined that doing so adds 

considerable value to the research (Ritchie et al., 2003). The sample included six 

matriculated adult learners, who responded to the invite to participate.  Each of the six 

participants was enrolled in one of the four online degree programs offered by this 
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university, the communication/media bachelor’s degree.  The potential sample, if all 

had agreed to participate, could have included a maximum of fifteen students.   

Data Collection and Instrumentation 

Limitations and Assumptions   

Conducting qualitative research requires the researcher to align method with a 

philosophical framework, which provides a specific paradigm or worldview in which 

to formulate the conduct of study (Creswell, 2007). This research followed a 

constructivist paradigm because this theoretical philosophy provides the most 

appropriate framework for understanding participant perceptions and the meaning they 

make of the phenomenon of study.  In a hermeneutic phenomenological research 

design based on a constructivist framework, the researcher serves as not only the 

interpreter of data but also as a participant in the meaning-making process; therefore, 

it is important for researchers to address potential limitations, assumptions, and biases 

prior to data collection (Creswell, 2007). McManus Holroyd (2007) cautions that 

researchers must be vigilant in remaining cognizant of their personal assumptions 

because it is far too easy, in hermeneutic research, for the researcher’s viewpoint to 

out-stage the phenomenon of interest. The following sections outline the potential 

limitations, assumptions, and biases this researcher may have faced.   

Limitations. Potential limitations of this research may have included that 

1. Learners may be new to online learning/instruction and therefore, may not 

have detailed reflection to offer in interviews related to their experiences in 

such environments; 
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2. Contact with participants may be reliant on email communication and 

therefore, faces the challenge of participants being unwilling to open 

emails from an unfamiliar person, which may limit responses; 

3. Research is limited to one semester in order to collect data based on 

participants’ lived experience at that moment in time and therefore, cannot 

be generalized beyond the scope of the study; 

4. Finding a suitable amount of adult learners actively enrolled in an online 

degree program is difficult at a traditional university that has a limited 

number of online degree opportunities; and 

5. This researcher acknowledges the potential for research bias due to the fact 

that the researcher teaches online courses at the same university where the 

study is being conducted; however, not in the same degree program or for 

the same department. The researcher has a long-standing relationship with 

the university as a student, graduate assistant, and teacher. However, the 

researcher has no relationship with the students who may be participants in 

this study.    

Assumptions. This researcher assumed  

1. Participants share common characteristics of adult learners; 

2. Participants have already taken or are in the midst of an online course; 

3. Participants respond honestly to survey and interview questions; and  

4. Based on the researcher’s previous experience working as an instructor of 

adult learners in online learning environments, the researcher assumes 
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learners will report that the instructor/learner relationship is the most 

favored and critical element related to course satisfaction and success.   

Data Collection Procedures 

Interviews. Detailed interviews are the most appropriate method for exploring 

adult learner perceptions of online learning because, as Creswell (2007) remarks, such 

interviews are provide the most depth related to the phenomenon of study.  The 

interview questions began with the following two broad-based questions: Tell me as 

much as possible about your experiences in online courses you consider to be ideal 

and tell me as much as possible about your experiences in online courses that did not 

meet your expectations. Beginning the interview with such broad questions enables the 

participants to offer as much detail as they can in order to reconstruct their experience 

(Moustakas, 1994). Follow-up questions can then be asked, as needed, to clarify 

responses to the central two questions (Moustakas, 1994) (see Appendix for interview 

and survey question examples).  

Interviews that are held face-to-face or through video will be audio-recorded in 

order to allow the researcher to be fully engaged in the listening process without 

having to focus on transcribing text as it is spoken (Seidman, 2006). Audio-recording 

the interview allows the researcher to concentrate on the content of what the 

participant is saying and to gauge the progress of the interview to determine if further 

questioning is needed (Seidman, 2006). Although the researcher’s primary focus is to 

listen to the participant, open-ended questions in a conversational-type interview allow 

the research to clarify statements, as needed, to avoid misconceptions (Moustakas, 
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1994).  Although face-to-face or video interviews are ideal, if participants cannot, for 

whatever reason, be interviewed in such a way, then the researcher will also accept 

written responses to the interview question. Such flexibility also honors the 

differences in preferences of the participants for how they prefer to communicate their 

responses.   

In addition to collecting interviews, it is common for researchers to collect 

demographic data via surveys, which can help identify shared characteristics amongst 

learners that may add meaning to the analysis (Creswell, 2007) (see Appendix A for 

interview and survey question examples).  Participants were asked to complete brief 

surveys in order to gather demographic data.  Surveys were conducted with the online 

survey tool, Survey Monkey®, to gather responses.   

Focus Groups. Participants were asked to join an initial focus group in order 

to discuss group perceptions of ideal, online courses.  Information from the focus 

group helped the researcher to identify themes that could be followed up on in an in-

depth one-on-one interview.  Following the initial focus group, the principle 

investigator conducted a detailed interview with individual participants (as well as 

follow-up interviews when needed to clarify information).  Data collection ended with 

a summative email to each participant that enabled the researcher to share related 

themes in order to clarify text and meaning. Interviews and focus groups were held 

face-to-face when possible, or otherwise via telephone.  Data collection occurred 

through part of the spring semester and results were collected and analyzed towards 

the end of that same semester and during the beginning of summer.   
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Moodle™. Creswell (2007) cautions that focus groups held in an online format 

can pose several problems related to completing informed consent and motivating 

members to participate.  However, Creswell (2007) recognizes that innovative uses of 

data collection are on the rise and should be encouraged.  In the spirit of innovation, 

this research used the online educational platform, Moodle™, as a tool in data 

collection.  Moodle™ is the online-learning platform used by the IHE in this study and 

therefore, all participants, were already familiar with Moodle’s™ design and features.  

This researcher utilized a custom Moodle™ site, accessed only by the researcher and 

participants as a virtual location to hold focus groups.  Moodle™ also enabled the 

researcher to prominently display the informed consent materials as well as store 

collected data.   

Data Analysis  

Procedural Steps in Analysis  

The data analysis for phenomenological research entails collecting responses 

from participants about their experiences (Creswell, 2007).  The researcher then 

converts such responses to textual descriptions, which refer to essential elements of 

that participant’s experience (Creswell, 2007).  Themes can also be used to form 

structural descriptions, which are related to the statements the participant made 

regarding how the environmental context of the phenomenon influenced their 

experience (Creswell, 2007). Once the textual and structural descriptions are 

identified, the researcher writes a collective description that captures the “essence of 

the phenomenon, called the essential, invariant structure (or essence)” (Creswell, 
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2007, p. 62). Essential structures allow the researcher or any other reader to 

understand the overall essence of what the participant experienced.  

Validating Findings  

In most phenomenological studies, researchers purposely isolate their own 

beliefs and values in order to remain objective (Chan, Fung, & Chien, 2013). 

Objectivity, referred to as bracketing, allows the meaning of a participant’s experience 

to be solely interpreted by the participant, using the researcher as the facilitator of the 

information rather than as an interpreter (Chan et al., 2013).  Bracketing is typically 

used in qualitative research to validate the findings; however, in hermeneutic 

phenomenology, bracketing is not considered an appropriate practice for validating 

findings because such an attempt is not considered possible in this methodology (Chan 

et al., 2013).  

 Often, qualitative researchers will use at least three methods of collecting data, 

referred to as triangulation, which can increase the validity of the results (Flick, 2008). 

This researcher used interviews, focus groups, and the hermeneutic circle to 

triangulate data.  In an effort to increase the quality of analysis, hermeneutists can 

employ the hermeneutic circle, which involves a process of self-reflection on part of 

the researcher through the theoretical lens underpinning the research (Laverty, 2003).   

The hermeneutic circle allows the researcher to validate his/her understanding of the 

data with the participants in an effort to ensure proper textual capture and 

interpretation (Laverty, 2003) (see Figure 1).   
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Figure 1. The Hermeneutic Circle  

 
Figure 1.  The hermeneutic circle describes process a researcher undertakes in data 

collection and analysis that enables him/her to validate findings by sharing 

interpretations of textual data with participants to ensure a mutual understanding of the 

meaning of experience.   

 

This researcher collected data from the interviews and focus groups and 

reflected on the essential meaning of such data as it is socially constructed. “Reflective 

interpretation of the text is needed to achieve a fuller, more meaningful 

understanding…” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 10).  The researcher then employed the 
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hermeneutic circle to validate findings.  This is accomplished by sharing the 

researcher’s interpretations of the data with the participants to ensure they agree with 

the interpretations constructed from the themes collected and if they do not, to make 

the necessary revisions and revalidate the process. 

Anticipated Ethical Issues 

Confidentiality  

 All information collected was and will be protected from compromise of 

confidentiality. Participant names, as well as the name of the university, are protected 

in study transcripts and survey results through the use of a pseudonym.  Any reference 

to specific persons was redacted in order to protect individual identity and the identity 

of others that participants may talk about.  Names or identities were not and will not 

be shown or indicated in any results, findings, or presentations. All information will be 

held in a secured manner, accessible only to the principle investigator.  Presentation of 

such data will also occur in an anonymous manner.  

Risks 

 The inquiry methods and protocols of this study involved minimal risk to 

participants.  Participants were asked to talk about their experiences in courses, 

including their personal assessment of course design and instruction. Participants may 

have experienced some anxiety as a result of questions about difficult course 

experiences; if such an occasion occurs and the anxiety level is to an extent that it may 

cause harm, the participant may, as is always the case, decline to answer the particular 

question, participate in the specific event, or participate in the study as a whole. The 
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participants’ personal experiences are not being evaluated or otherwise judged.  No 

record or results of a participant’s reflections will be documented or shared as part of 

their academic record at the IHE.  

Benefits 

 Student participants had the opportunity to reflect on their learning and in what 

ways such learning has been transformational in their life.  The IHE involved in this 

research may receive a copy of the data analysis and recommendations and could then 

evaluate current successes or areas in need of improvement related to andragogy 

within an asynchronous online learning environment.  Results of this research could 

benefit the greater educational community because lessons learned regarding how 

adult learners perceive andragogy in online learning can assist faculty in designing 

courses and instructional methods based on such information.   

Summary 

 Choosing the appropriate research design and methodology are key to 

determining how to best live the questions of the phenomenon of study.  

Understanding the specific framework and process of hermeneutic phenomenology 

enabled this researcher to outline a plan while still honoring the flexible nature of such 

a research approach so that revisions in data collection and analysis can be made as 

deemed necessary. Remaining flexible to the process of the research allowed the 

researcher to truly understand the deeper meaning of adult learning in an 

asynchronous online learning environment from the perspective of adult learners as 
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they relate to their instructors, fellow classmates, and the environment in which they 

are learning.    
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Chapter 4 – Presentation of Data 

Institutions of higher education (IHE) in the United States experienced an 

explosive 43% increase in the population of enrolled adult learners from 2000 to 2009 

and expect an additional 23% rise between 2010 and 2019 (Snyder & Dillow, 2012).  

Online learning opportunities in higher education are increasing just as dramatically as 

the increases seen in the adult learner population (MacKeogh & Fox, 2009).  Sixty-

nine percent of higher education institutions now consider online learning as a critical 

component to long-term educational strategies (Allen et al., 2013).   

As the population of adult learners rises and population growth rates continue 

to stagnate (Johnson, 2012), focusing on strategies to support adult learners in higher 

education is critical.  Currently, more than half of college students in the United States 

are over the age of 25, married, and working (Kasworm, 2003, 2008; Lorenzetti, 

2004), and 32% of all college students are enrolled in at least one online course (Allen 

et al., 2013).   Although the characteristics of adult learners have been well defined 

and research has investigated variables that increase learner satisfaction and 

persistence in online education (Askham, 2008; Ausburn, 2004; Deggs, 2011; Park & 

Choi, 2009), specific attention to the learner’s perception of an ideal course  and its 

relation to the elements of andragogy have not been studied within an undergraduate, 

asynchronous online degree program.  

The principles of andragogy outline how educators can best meet the needs of 

adult learners; however, such a paradigm also recognizes the diversity of needs within 

such a population. Though complex, the andragogical paradigm is successful in human 
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learning and development because it makes fewer assumptions about a learner’s needs 

and instead increases dialogue toward understanding the various perspectives in a 

given group (Kezar et al., 2006).  This research is understood through a social 

constructivist lens in that adult learners make meaning of their experience through 

their interaction with the instructor and other learners in the course (Creswell, 2009).   

Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this hermeneutic phenomenological study is to investigate 

participants’ perceptions of the phenomenon of adult learning in asynchronous online 

classes through an interpretation of their description of an ideal course.  This research 

will enable educators to understand the perceptions of adult learning as described from 

matriculated, undergraduate adult learners enrolled in an asynchronous online degree 

program at a traditional northeastern rural university, identified in this study as Green 

Valley University.  Results of this research may inform educators about ways to 

enhance meaningful learning experiences and to increase enrollment, persistence, and 

motivation in online degree programs.     

Research Questions Guiding Study 

The overarching research question driving this study is what do matriculated, 

undergraduate adult learners in an asynchronous online degree program describe as 

the essential elements of an ideal course experience? Additional sub-questions for this 

study include what are the elements of course design that adult learners perceive to be 

valuable in online classes? and do participants in this study perceive elements of 

andragogy to be present in their courses? 
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This chapter provides an overview of the presentation of the data including the 

method, data analysis, coding process, and relation of themes to the three research 

questions guiding this study.  Literature related to the analysis procedures will be 

discussed and a collection of characteristic responses from participants is also 

included.  The chapter ends with a summary of the results.   

Methodology  

This researcher employed a qualitative research design to answer the question, 

what do matriculated, undergraduate adult learners in an asynchronous online degree 

program describe as the essential elements of an ideal course experience? This 

question presumes that the adult learner experiencing the course constructs the reality 

of an ideal course.  A qualitative research design is most appropriate for this research 

because the researcher was interested understanding the meaning adult learners 

construct regarding their experiences in asynchronous online learning.   

Creswell (2007) outlines five qualitative research approaches: narrative, 

phenomenological, grounded theory, ethnographic, and case study.  Although there are 

some similarities between approaches- for instance, both narrative and case study 

research typically study only one participant- the main differences between research 

methodologies lie in the focus or purpose of the study (Creswell, 2007).  This 

researcher employed the phenomenological approach because the research question is 

specifically focused on understanding the essence of an ideal, asynchronous online 

course as described by the very people enrolled in such courses.   
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Phenomenology Research Methods 

Phenomenological research seeks to understand the very nature of an 

experience based on the meaning participants construct from living the experience 

(Creswell, 2007). Although phenomenology, in general, attempts to understand the 

meaning of a phenomenon of interest, the philosophical approach, transcendental or 

hermeneutic, adopted by the researcher will identify the specific process a researcher 

should employ in data collection and analysis (Finlay, 2009).  Furthermore, Finlay 

(2009) states that a researcher should clearly claim the philosophical approach he/she 

has adopted in order justify data collection procedures and analysis. The two 

traditional philosophical approaches of phenomenology are transcendental/empirical 

and hermeneutic/interpretive (Creswell, 2013).   

Hermeneutic Analysis 

Hermeneutics’ is the practical art, that is, a technē, involved in such things as 

preaching, interpreting other languages, explaining and explicating texts, and, 

as the basis of all of these, the art of understanding, an art particularly required 

any time the meaning of something is not clear and unambiguous. (Gadamer, 

2006, p. 29) 

Hermeneutic or interpretive phenomenology refers to understanding the 

meaning people construct of an experience they are living and then communicating the 

interpretation of that meaning in the research analysis (Creswell, 2013).  This type of 

research focuses on the themes a researcher delineates from the perceptions of a 
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person or group who are currently or have lived the phenomenon of study (Creswell, 

2013).    

In one study focusing on adult learners in higher education and their perceived 

barriers, Deggs (2011) found the use of phenomenological research the most useful 

because it allowed for the participants’ voices to be heard through the research. From a 

social constructivist approach, hermeneutic phenomenology is the most appropriate 

method for understanding adult learners’ experiences in online learning because the 

meaning of such an experience is socially created through the researcher’s 

interpretation of the participant’s perceptions (Creswell, 2009).  

Study Participants and Setting  

 Upon receiving Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval to begin collecting 

data, this researcher contacted the director of the online learning department at Green 

Valley University in order to obtain a list of matriculated students enrolled in one of 

Green Valley University’s four 100% online degree programs.  This researcher chose 

the Communication and Media degree program because it had active students enrolled 

and two of the other degree programs did not.  Additionally, the researcher had spoken 

with several instructors in the program who expressed interest in learning more about 

their students’ perceptions of their online learning experiences.   

 This researcher contacted the 18 enrolled students on April 3, 2014 via 

electronic communication (included in Appendix B).  Six students responded and 

agreed to participate in this study.  Upon receiving response and conditional 

agreement for participation, this researcher assigned participant pseudonyms and sent 
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each of the six students a link to the confidential, electronic survey via Survey 

Monkey®.  The informed consent for this study was included in the survey and 

students could not continue the survey until agreeing to the terms of the informed 

consent, which was set-up as a required response in the settings of Survey Monkey.  

The purpose of the survey was to provide the detailed informed consent and to collect 

general demographic data (survey questions included in Appendix A).  

All participants fit the definition of adult learner, also referred to as 

nontraditional student because they are each over the age of 25 and carry multiple 

external responsibilities in addition to being a student (Ausburn, 2004; Calcagno et al., 

2007; Kasworm, 2003, 2008; Lorenzetti, 2004).  Analysis of the demographic survey 

revealed several characteristics of participants including age, gender, ethnicity, and 

various enrollment details specific to Green Valley University (see Table 3).  Each of 

the six participants reported a Caucasian ethnicity and three are women and three are 

men.  The average age of participants was 42.  Specifically, one male and one female 

participant reported that they are in their 20s, one female reported she is in her 30s, 

another female reported she is in her 40s, one male reported he is in his 50s and 

another male reported he is in his 60s.   

 Half of the participants reported that they have been a matriculated student at 

Green Valley University for at least nine semesters.  Thirty-three-percent of 

participants reported enrollment for at least three semesters but not more than five and 

16% of participants reported enrollment for at least six semesters but not more than 

eight.  Exactly half of the participants reported taking one to two classes each 
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semester, whereas the majority (33%) of the remaining half takes five or more classes 

each semester.  Five of the six participants reported that their bachelor’s degree from 

Green Valley University would be their first higher education degree and the 

remaining one participant reported a previously earned associate’s degree.   

Regarding coursework, half of the participants reported they spend one to three 

hours, each week working on each course.  The other half of participants reported 

spending between four to six hours working on each course.  Each participant reported 

that they feel at least fairly confident as a learner.   Each reported that they work full-

time in addition to being a student and all but one reported that they carry additional 

family responsibilities outside of work and school.   

Table 3.  Participant Characteristics 

PARTICIPANT                 GENDER AGE  
SEMESTERS 
ENROLLED 

# OF CLASSES 
EACH 

SEMESTER 

EMPLOYMENT 
STATUS 

HOURS SPENT 
ON EACH 

CLASS 

1 Female  48 6 to 8 3 to 4 Full-time 1 to 3 

2 Male 63 3 to 5 1 to 2 Full-time 4 to 6  

3 Male 55 3 to 5 5 or more Full-time 4 to 6  

4 Female  26 9 or more 1 to 2 Full-time 1 to 3 

5 Male 29 9 or more 5 or more Full-time 1 to 3 

6 Female  34 9 or more 1 to 2 Full-time 4 to 6  

Table 3. Note. Survey was anonymous so no names have been matched to participant number.  

 

The Data and Data Analysis 

Data Gathering  

Detailed interviews are the most appropriate method for exploring adult learner 

perceptions of online learning because, as Creswell (2007) remarks, such interviews 

provide the most depth related to the phenomenon of study.  The interview questions 
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for this study included the following two broad-based questions: Tell me as much as 

possible about your experiences in online courses you consider to be ideal and tell me 

as much as possible about your experiences in online courses that did not meet your 

expectations. Beginning the interview with such broad questions enabled the 

participants to offer as much detail as they could in order to reconstruct their 

experience (Moustakas, 1994). Follow-up questions were then asked, as needed, to 

clarify responses to the central two questions (Moustakas, 1994) (see Appendix A for 

interview questions).  Due to geographical distance, three of the participant interviews 

occurred over the phone and the other three participants, who lived local to Green 

Valley University, were able to meet this researcher for in-person interviews.  

Interviews lasted between 30 minutes and one hour.   

Researcher initial impressions.  This researcher recorded word-processed memos 

immediately following each interview in order to capture insights and initial 

reflections related to the participant’s responses and the researcher’s fore-meanings 

related to those responses.  The initial impressions for each participant are detailed 

below in brief reflections.  

 Cindy seems comfortable in her current job but hopes to have her college 

degree as a back-up resource in case she changes jobs or in case she wants to 

maintain her sustainability at her current job.   

 David is very well-versed in technology and is well established in his career 

and had numerous insights related to using the technology to a student’s 

advantage to bridge the asynchronous gap.  Additionally, this researcher’s 
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impression of David's interview was that it was especially interesting because 

he lives in the Midwest and purposely chose Green Valley University because 

they had the specific degree he wanted, in an online format, but just as 

importantly, the degree would be from a “traditional academic institution”.  

This researcher's impressions regarding David, personally, were that he 

seemed very intelligent and insightful.  David also seems very experienced and 

successful in professional life and is confident in his academic career.   

 Kathy appeared relatively shy and soft-spoken.  She seems unstimulated with 

her current job, which is at Green Valley University, but she knows that the 

University would fully support her moving up with her newly obtained 

bachelor’s degree.   

 Mark works in the restaurant industry and wants more opportunity for growth 

in a management position.  Mark displayed high energy and is a fast talker.   

 Meg also exhibits high energy and is a fast-talker.  She seems very engaged in 

learning and has expressed diverse interests in her educational field.  Meg 

works for Green Valley University and feels supported to move up within the 

school.   

 Philip appears to be technologically-savvy, engaged in learning, and 

intrinsically motivated to do well in his classes.   

Hermeneutics presumes all interpreters, such as the role filled by this 

researcher, have fore-meanings, which if ignored, may lead to misinterpretations of 

the meaning of the text being studied (Gadamer, Marshall, & Weinsheimer, 2004).  
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Through reflection, a researcher can remain open to new meanings generated in the 

text that were previously unrecognized (Gadamer et al., 2004).  The hermeneutist must 

be prepared to listen to all that the text has to tell, not just what they expect to hear 

(Gadamer et al., 2004).  The authors (2004, p. 271) state “The hermeneutical task 

becomes of itself a questioning of things and is always in part so defined.”  

Audiotapes from each interview were converted to text using a national 

transcription agency.  This researcher then listened to each audiotape again in order to 

check the transcriptions for accuracy, sanitize identifiable information, and capture 

additional insights and reflect on the potential meaning.  

Employment of the hermeneutic circle.  Once the transcriptions were 

sanitized to remove all identifying information and checked for accuracy, this 

researcher emailed each participant his or her transcription in order to allow the 

participant the opportunity to check it for accuracy and to make any changes to their 

statements.  Participants were asked to validate transcriptions within two weeks or this 

researcher would assume that they were in agreement with the transcription, as 

presented.  One participant responded just to thank this researcher for her time in 

doing the research and to say that her transcription was fine as is.   

The process of sharing the transcription with the participant is part of the 

hermeneutic circle of hermeneutic phenomenology.  In an effort to increase the quality 

of analysis, hermeneutists can employ the hermeneutic circle, which involves a 

process of self-reflection on part of the researcher through the theoretical lens 

underpinning the research (Laverty, 2003).   The hermeneutic circle allows the 
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researcher to validate his/her understanding of the data with the participants in an 

effort to ensure proper textual capture and interpretation (Laverty, 2003) (see Figure 

3).  The hermeneutic circle is employed at each stage of the coding process to allow 

continued validation.  Additionally, this researcher employed a process referred to as 

member-checking to further validate findings (Saldana, 2013).  Member-checking was 

accomplished through analytical discussions regarding coding and interpretation with 

a colleague in the education field.   

The Coding Process  

"Not all those who wander are lost." (J.R.R. Tolkein, excerpt from All That Is Gold 

Does Not Glitter, The Lord of the Rings, 1954).   

Although there are no set rules or regulations for how one must code data, 

Saldana (2013) recommends researchers align their coding approach based on how 

their research question is framed.  Aligning coding with the research question ensures 

that the method is able to unveil the types of answers related to the context of what the 

question is seeking (Saldana, 2013).  The questions driving this research are 

epistemologically-framed in that they attempt to shed light on understanding a specific 

phenomenology of interest (Saldana, 2013).  Framing research questions in an 

exploratory manner such as, what are the elements of…? or what is the perception 

of..? are epistemological questions and infer a phenomenological research method for 

which, Saldana (2013) recommends using any of the following epistemology coding 

processes including: descriptive, process, initial, versus, evaluation, dramaturgical, 

domain and taxonomic, causation and/or pattern coding.  
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First phase coding.  This researcher employed initial coding methods during 

the first phase of coding in order to review the transcriptions, line by line, to uncover 

general categories within the data with the intention of creating a coding manual 

(Saldana, 2013).  Codes created through initial coding enabled this researcher to 

organize the data into themes that could then be compared, contrasted, and further 

analyzed using NVivo®, qualitative data analysis software.  In addition to codes 

uncovered through initial coding, this researcher also employed a priori coding.  A 

priori coding enables a researcher to use concepts from previously read literature and 

from the research questions within the study to further develop the coding manual 

(Bazeley & Jackson, 2013).  The other option commonly used in data analysis is to use 

the exact language, in vivo, from research participants to create codes (Bazeley & 

Jackson, 2013).  Though this researcher is using exact quotes from participants as 

examples of themes uncovered in analysis, a priori coding was used to allow 

consistency in understanding what each participant is expressing, regardless of the 

word choice they used in such expression (Bazeley & Jackson, 2013). 

 This researcher created a coding manual, based on a priori coding, for the first 

phase of coding (see Table 4).  The coding manual is broken down into three broad 

categories of course experience, course design, and andragogy with each category 

containing a variety of sub-headings.  These three broad categories were created based 

on the research questions guiding this study.  Using a categorically-organized coding 

system enables the researcher to clearly show theoretical connections between 

different codes (Bazeley & Jackson, 2013).  Additional categories including 
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institutional attitude and non-traditional characteristics were created because of the 

frequency of these topics mentioned from all participants.  The category of 

institutional attitude was used as a code for any statements relating specifically to 

either Green Valley University or another institution of higher education that 

participates may have mentioned for comparison purposes.    Finally two categories, 

facilitator and barrier, were created in order to delineate between statements that 

related to another code with either a positive or negative connotation or if made in 

reference to having helped or impede process.   

Table 4.  First Phase Coding Manual 

Course Experience 
    Engagement 

    Flexibility 

    Interaction 

    Learning 

    Support  

Course Design 
    Online Environment 

    Organization     

    Technology 

Andragogy 
    Preparing the Learner 

    Preparing the environment to learn within 

    Mutual Planning between student and instructor 

    Diagnosing needs of the learner 

    Providing Content Objectives to satisfy needs of learner (Content Objectives) 

    Designing a pattern of learning experiences 

    Conducting such experiences with appropriate techniques (Techniques) 

    Evaluating Outcomes and diagnosing needs.  

Barrier 

Facilitator  

Institutional Attitude  

Non-Traditional Characteristics  

 

Note.  Broad categories, including sub-headings for first phase of coding are listed with the first three 

broad categories representing the three guiding research questions and subsequent headings 

representing frequently noted topics and emotional connotation.   
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Upon completion of the first phase of coding, this researcher experienced a halt 

in progress and difficulty in continuing with the second phase of coding.  In The 

Coding Manual for Qualitative Researchers, Saldana (2013) writes about post-coding 

transitions and of how they are rarely seamless.  For many researchers, it is difficult to 

transition from the procedure of coding the data towards thinking about what the data 

means (Saldana, 2013).  As recommended by the author (2013), this researcher took a 

step back from the data and allowed time and opportunity to think about the 

observations made thus far and to record analytical reflections of the process.   

Due to the heady nature of first phase coding, it is often prudent to follow-up 

with a second-draft of coding, referred to as eclectic coding (Saldana, 2013).  Eclectic 

coding is described as a hybrid-form of coding because it typically occurs between the 

first and second phases of coding (Saldana, 2013).  This researcher employed eclectic 

coding, which is a form of initial/open coding, allowing the researcher to look at the 

data with a fresh perspective (Saldana, 2013).  During this process, this researcher was 

able to review her choice of codes for all transcriptions and made amendments as 

needed.  This process helps to ensure accuracy of coding as well as open the 

researcher to new analytical discoveries and prepare he/she for second phase coding 

(Saldana, 2013).   

Second phase coding.  Typically, second phase coding allows the researcher 

to assemble the coded data into a more categorically-organized fashion (Saldana, 

2013).  However, Saldana (2013) is quick to point out that, based on researcher 

preference, such organization may have occurred during the first phase of coding or in 
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the transition space between phases.  Because this researcher followed an organized 

coding process during the first phase of coding and then validated accuracy of such 

methods in the transition between phases, this researcher used second phase coding as 

an opportunity to transform the broad coding categories into major themes and 

concepts.    

 Utilizing the process of pattern coding, this researcher reviewed the 

transcriptions looking for predominant themes that embodied concepts of codes found 

through first phase coding (Saldana, 2013).  Two themes were uncovered in this 

process, dichotomy of learning and presence.  

Relation of Themes to Research Questions 

 In hermeneutic phenomenology, the role of the researcher is to translate data 

into a meaningful interpretation as it relates to the broad context of what is being 

investigated (Moustakas, 1994).  This researcher was then able to utilize this 

interpretation in an attempt to construct meaning from the data.  The meaning 

constructed represents the bigger picture of how the lived experiences of participants 

relate to the phenomenon of adult learners in online learning environments.   

Coding the data is an evolving process.  The specific concepts outlined in the 

data during first phase coding enabled this researcher to prepare for the second phase 

of coding.  Once prepared, this researcher was able to uncover the predominate themes 

of dichotomy of learning and presence that had emerged from the second phase of 

coding.  Applying these themes to the overarching research question within this study 

will further enable future conclusions and implications to emerge.     
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Research question 1.  What do matriculated, undergraduate adult learners in 

an asynchronous online degree program describe as the essential elements of an ideal 

course experience?  The data presented suggests that participants, while enjoying the 

flexibility an online course offers, prefer the elements found within traditional 

academic environments because such environments offer a good reputation of 

academic quality, consistency in expectations, and a sense of community achieved 

through interaction with professors and peers as seen in the following quotes from 

participants.   

 Dichotomy of learning.  The theme, dichotomy of learning, was interpreted 

from numerous statements that suggested conflicted belief or value statements related 

to the online learning experience.  This researcher chose to define this theme using the 

individual statements from participants in order to give a richer presentation of their 

perceptions.  One of the references cementing this theme related to the honored 

reputation of traditional academic institutions versus the highly contested reputation 

regarding online learning.  During Cindy’s interview, she mentioned several times 

about how important it is to her that her degree comes from a traditional, academic 

institution. 

Well, I looked at several different schools, and one of the things that was 

important to me was that ultimately in the end, my degree be from [Green 

Valley University], because I think there is sort of a stigma attached to online. 
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…there are those old school people who when they look at your resume, and 

maybe they say; maybe it says [name of an online university] or something, 

that they immediately think, ‘Oh online correspondence’. 

The dichotomy of learning emerges when Cindy continues to say,  

I’ve really enjoyed the online learning, because it just seems to fit my schedule 

the best.  Because I have the flexibility to do the work when I need to, if it’s at 

11:00 at night some nights, or Sunday nights or whenever, I have that ability. 

Adding to the conversation related to the struggle within the online learning 

environment, David offered his displeasure with the lack of diversity within learning 

opportunities.  

…sometimes the class structures for online classes I don't think are 

maximizing learning opportunities.  So, this class is consisting basically of you 

know, discussion posts which is making up about – oh, about 80% of the 

assignments. It's kind of a – a compromise with people that can't always meet 

on the same schedule on distance learning.  Unfortunately, the discussions I've 

noticed in both institutions [refer to Green Valley University and a previously 

attended school] can be – they can lose some steam if professors don't get 

involved. 

David continues on to speak of his surprise at the lack of relevant learning 

opportunities.  

…I was a little surprised I haven't been asked to [searching for words] – I 

mean, I'm the administrative director of a business but you know, I'm surprised 
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that one of our assignments hasn't been to go out and talk to somebody in the 

business, or talk to you know, do some case studies on marketing schemes.  It's 

just basically been read from the book, discuss it in posts. 

Furthermore, David recognizes the bigger picture of what institutions want to 

accomplish within online learning, which mirrors what is typically accomplished in 

face-to-face classrooms with traditional students.  

I think the vision of online learning needs to do is push the student outside of 

just the online classroom.  Get out and explore, and you know, study on your 

own and then bring that back to the online forum instead of relying on just out 

of the book then in online classroom. 

Philip continues to recognize the different paradigm in an environment with adult 

learners versus traditional college students.  

I think you have to -- if you’re going to have more non-traditional learners, you 

have to really clearly understand that those people have to work what they’re 

doing online around another life. Unlike regular students who are there to just 

be students.  

 The preceding quotes from a few of the participants represent similar concerns 

heard throughout all six interviews.  The statements refer to both the positive and 

negative consequences of online learning and the paradox facing each participant in 

that they enjoy the convenience of online learning but recognize the need for it to be 

done correctly in order to uphold the prestigious reputation of higher education.   
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Presence.  Participant affect was noted by this researcher in analytical memos 

following each interview in order to reflect on tone of voice, inflection, and 

enthusiasm from the participants.  Being aware of the emotional connection that 

participants express during interviews can help a researcher understand the full 

meaning the phenomenon has to the participant (Saldana, 2013).   

As this researcher proceeded through the second phase of coding, statements 

related to instructor feedback, interactions, and engagement continued to not only 

dominate the conversations in all interviews but also held the most emotional 

attachment.  Such statements related to interactions between classmates and professors 

as well as those related to engagement, for the purpose of this study, represent a 

general theme of presence.   

Presence is defined by Oxford Dictionary as “The state or fact of existing, 

occurring or being present in a place or thing” 

(http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/us/definition/american_english/presence, 2014).  

However, the meaning of presence takes on a much more complex role within the 

environment of higher education.  Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2000) label 

educational experiences as a community of inquiry to impress the interwoven impact 

each element within this community has on the total educational experience.  The 

social, cognitive, and teaching domains of presence are further defined as key 

elements in the community of inquiry through which, teachers and students participate 

in learning (Garrison et al., 2000).      
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Social presence refers to being able to convey one’s authentic sense of self to 

another person during the educational experience (Garrison et al., 2000).  Cognitive 

presence refers to being able to maintain communication, in any environment, in an 

effort to facilitate one’s own meaning of an experience (Garrison et al., 2000).  

Finally, teaching presence uses social and cognitive presence to facilitate a 

transformational learning experience (Garrison et al., 2000).  This researcher uses the 

broad term of presence to infer all three domains of social, cognitive, and teaching 

presences.  Although such categories may be useful, this researcher considers them to 

represent more of a continuum than distinct domains.  The following statements from 

a variety of participants reflect the theme of presence.   

In reference to the level of difficulty and her level of engagement, Kathy noted 

that she would have appreciated being able to skip assignments that had no real-life 

relevance to her. 

It’s not difficult [online assignments], it’s very easy I think, I can do it. It’s just 

a thing I would rather if I have to put my time into something I would rather 

something that I’m going to get something out of. 

She continues to speak about her perception of ambivalence in the online environment.  

You know they [professors] care because they have to… I guess I look for…I 

think I’m feedback-driven. I think I really like getting good qualitative 

feedback and I think that I don’t find that I get that as much, like as soon as I 

see the assignment then read and comments made. And then usually it’s really 

short like you spend all this time putting this work in to the assignment and 
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then you get a sentence of feedback back and that is you know the student-

teacher relationship, I guess.  

In contrast to Kathy’s experiences, Mark states a perception of positive interaction and 

engagement from the teacher.   

The teacher I have now is available at any time.  She gave us her phone 

number, Skype name, email. She’s willing to meet with us off campus if we 

need to.  So she seems very interested.  She’s very active in the forum as well, 

so we have to post three questions a week, and then later on in the week, we 

respond to other people’s questions.  And she’s in there too commenting and 

asking more questions.   

David’s approach to teacher presence is much more diversified as he stated, “Number 

one I think that this is going to be the kind of thing that a traditional on campus 

student is going to face as well, some professors are better than others, that's just kind 

of a hard fact.”  He continued, “I'm most challenged – I would say when the professor 

is challenging me back.”  David referred again to the importance that individual 

differences make in a student’s overall perceptions.  

I don’t know if it's been by chance or not but in my experience that's 

[interaction] something that gets lost in the online courses and again it's 

dependent on the professor's ability to understand the communication 

restrictions and the communication opportunities to be able to reach out and 

you know, create those opportunities to make you feel like you know, you're a 

part of the team and you know, you're important.  
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 Cindy stated the critical role professors play in an online learning environment by 

ensuring constant activity within the classroom community.  Such discourse between 

professor and learner is salient to participant perceptions of an ideal course.   

Well, I would say in the courses that I took, the ideal experience is one where 

you have a professor that is leading the virtual conversation, let’s say.  Like if 

you were in a classroom, you’d have conversation, you’d talk to people, you’d 

go back and forth.  In an online environment, I find that you don’t get as much 

of that unless you have a professor that’s sort of again, asking leading 

questions and getting people to come back in.  I like that, and I find that to be 

ideal in the classes that I’ve taken. 

Research question 2.  What are the elements of course design that adult 

learners perceive to be valuable in online classes?  As a follow-up to the overarching 

research question related to adult learner perceptions of ideal online learning 

experiences, the preceding question enables the researcher to delineate specific design 

strategies outlined by adult learners as ideal.  During first phase coding, statements 

related to the online environment, consistency, and technology were coded as elements 

of course design and are evidence by the participant statements.  

 Several participants made mention of the importance of consistent design 

features so they would be clear on knowing course expectations from one course to the 

next without having to completely re-learn the system.  It is important to note that this 

researcher's use of the word consistency is not to infer participants are advocating for 

uniform online courses.  In fact, participants value diversity in design and instruction 
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amongst faculty but would prefer clearer instructions on how to find important class 

material from course to course.  In reference to clear course design Cindy states,  

I always really like a syllabus with set due dates. I like that structure, and 

again, because I work full-time, I like knowing ahead of time. Like at the 

beginning of the semester getting the syllabus for the whole semester, knowing 

what all my due dates were, so I could sort of juggle and be able to look ahead 

and prioritize, because obviously I work full-time. (Cindy) 

Mark subsequently agrees by saying, 

Yeah, the biggest thing for this Moodle one that I’m doing now, is keeping the 

subjects together. What I would like it to be is a week by week set-up. So in 

week one, you need to read this chapter, you need quotes from this forum and 

this paper is due. Right now, ours is like topics and like I said, this is the first 

one that’s she’s done like this, so I don’t know. But, it’s kind of confusing 

sometimes. It would be very nice if you just had week one, and that’s her video 

post right there. ‘That’s the forum that you should be posting in here. These are 

the links you need to be using for this…’  Whatever the assignment would be. 

So if it was broken down like that, that would be a huge help. (Mark) 

Although many students mentioned wanting more diverse and relevant learning 

opportunities, many made mention of appreciating assignments that honored the 

anonymity of the online learning environment.   

The only one I didn’t like was, well we had the virtual classroom of course, 

which I didn’t mind the virtual classroom in terms of having to sign in and 
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listen to the professor give a lecture online like once a week or something like 

that. But gosh I just hated the camera. I guess I had to have my own webcam 

up; gosh [chuckle] I’m shy when it comes to that kind of stuff. (Cindy) 

In regards to technology within the online learning environment, one participant 

appreciated being able to use his well-defined technological skills to help him succeed 

in his degree and construction of knowledge.  David states,   

It is really good to be able to advance your technological prowess because you 

do have to get into situations in an online environment and learn things 

constantly that you know, especially more novice computer users are going to 

have to get up to speed. I think that's a really good thing – that's where really 

our country and world is going. 

David continues to say,  

…being in this environment you know, utilizing all of these technological 

communication tools on top of learning traditional ones I think proves a 

superior opportunity for me to you know, especially in this ever reliant world 

of electronic communications where it's becoming more difficult to you know, 

reduce noise and misunderstanding because of the technology. So that's 

basically optimizing your communications with the technology in a superior 

way that others might not be able to.  

Although David feels confident in his ability to use technology and the online 

educational platform, Philip notes his frustration with the lack of consistency behind 

the technology, 
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I guess the other thing that really irritates me is the technology that sits behind 

it. So, I don’t know how it is working on campus when you have direct access 

to the [Green Valley University] network. But I’m here in the boonies and 

there are times like you try to get in on that thing, and you might as well not 

bother with it because it takes 10 or 15 minutes for Moodle to load. 

 Philip sees some of the technological concerns as the responsibility of the institution 

to fix,  

So my feeling is that the University would be well advised to have a 

technologist who does nothing but look at those things and help the instructors 

obviously, they’re struggling to learn this online system like us so they need to 

learn to work with it. 

Research question 3.  Adult learners and online education is the primary focus of this 

study. This researcher chose to assess the degree in which adult learners perceive 

whether they are being taught with the considerations of andragogical principles with 

the following research question, do participants in this study perceive elements of 

andragogy to be present in their courses?  First phase coding revealed several 

statements related to such perceptions as seen in the examples below.   

Principles: Mutual Planning, diagnosing needs, techniques, patterns of 

learning experiences.  In her interview, Cindy made numerous references to her 

perception of the lack of mutual planning and professor-student interaction.  

In an online environment, I find that you don’t get as much of that [back and 

forth interaction with students and teacher] unless you have a professor that’s 
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sort of again, asking leading questions and getting people to come back in. I 

like that, and I find that to be ideal in the classes that I’ve taken. 

For the most part, Meg concurs,  

There have been a couple of times where instructors were like, ‘this is my first 

time, have you taken online courses? Do you have any recommendations?’ 

And I’ve taken a lot, like, yes, please be structured. So there have been a 

couple of occasions where I was invited to give my input, what works and 

what doesn’t work.  Well, other than that, no, I hadn’t had the opportunity 

besides specific instance when that particular professor said, I want your input 

on how is… 

As she looks back on the courses she took throughout her undergraduate career, Cindy 

reflects on how professors should gear online classes with the adult learner in mind.   

I just completed my undergrad, I felt the biggest challenge for me was really 

nothing with the assignments, because I felt the assignments were sort of 

geared more towards just people who, I don’t know how to say it, maybe 

didn’t have as much life experience. 

Cindy continues her reflection regarding time that, she believes, could’ve been better 

spent.   

There was a lot of classes that I took for the completion of my degree that 

were, ‘Oh, how do you write a resume? How do you write a cover letter?’ 

[chuckle] You know what I mean? It was great, because I had a lot of 

resources to pull from, because I’ve written many resumes, and many cover 
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letters. But I kind of wished that I could have gotten a pass on some of those 

courses, just because it would have saved me financially. But whatever, it was 

good for grade point average, I guess. 

Principles: Mutual planning, preparing the environment.  Many participants 

commented on the design of the online class environment and how certain 

requirements do not take the adult learner into consideration.  Cindy vocalizes her 

frustration by saying,   

Unfortunately, I had some instructors that I had assignments due at 5:00 like 

on a week night, and I think I had written to that instructor and said, ‘Well, 

most of my classes, they have the deadline be like 11:59 at night, which is 

better, because’ I said, ‘with a 5:00 deadline, I really got one less day than 

everybody else, because I work all day.’ So I couldn’t work on that assignment 

during that day if I had to finish it up.  

Once Cindy expressed her concern to the professor, her dilemma was immediately 

rectified, as paraphrased by Cindy,  

And she [the professors] was like, ‘Oh my God. I can’t believe I didn’t think of 

that.’ And she changed her deadlines to be 11:59, which I was extremely 

appreciative of, because again, if I can come home from work and crank out a 

few more hours if I have to, every minute counts sometimes. 

Evaluating outcomes.  While conversing about the importance of instructor 

feedback, Kathy noted, “I think I really like getting good qualitative feedback and I 

think that I don’t find that I get that as much…”  Kathy continues to share her 
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disappointment regarding feedback on her papers,  “it’s really short like you spend all 

this time putting this work in to the assignment and then you get a sentence of 

feedback back and that’s it.” 

Regarding evaluation in her online courses, in general, Cindy’s perplexity is clear.   

So I’m not really sure how I was evaluated. I know I got great grades, so in 

that respect, I know I did well, but I can’t really honestly say I got glowing 

accolades that made me feel like, ‘Oh I’m so smart.’  You know what I mean? 

[chuckle] 

Statements like the ones above represent participant perceptions related to the various 

principles of andragogy.  Many of the statements seem to suggest the presence or 

absence of such principles.  This researcher’s interpretation of the implications 

unveiled by such statements will be further discussed in the final chapter of this study.   

Summary  

This chapter presented the data for this investigation of adult learners’ 

perceptions of ideal online learning environments in the context of hermeneutic 

phenomenology.  The purpose of hermeneutic phenomenology is to gather participant 

perceptions and translate them according to the researcher’s interpretation of the 

meaning of such perceptions.  The naming of the themes revealed from the data is the 

responsibility of the hermeneutist not the participants.  This presentation was based on 

data resulting from interviews with six adult learners enrolled in an asynchronous, 

undergraduate, online degree program at Green Valley University, a pseudonym for a 
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northeast rural institution of higher education.  The following chapter is a discussion 

of the implications of the findings and areas of future research.   
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Chapter 5 – Findings, Implications, and Conclusion 

 The focus of this final chapter is to discuss the findings from this research 

project with its analysis of adult learner perceptions of ideal online learning.  This 

chapter contains a summary of the presentation of data from chapter four, followed by 

a discussion of the findings drawn from that data.  Implications of the findings from 

this study are offered, as they relate to practice and future research in the field of adult 

learners in online higher education. 

Summary of Study  

With the demands of school, work, family obligations, and other external 

responsibilities, adult learners face numerous challenges that can stall progress and 

hinder success in degree completion (Kasworm, 2008).  Online learning offers adults 

access to education that was previously too difficult to manage with their real-world 

demands.  Now, learners can complete coursework when it is convenient for them 

without the additional burden of scheduling time to sit in mandatory face-to-face 

classes.   

Online learning opportunities continue to emerge in schools throughout the 

nation in order to meet the demand from the increasing population of adult learners 

(Ausburn, 2004; Carnevale, 2006; Stumpf et al., 2005); however, to what degree are 

learners confident that these opportunities are actually meeting their educational 

needs?  The explosion of online courses and degrees is not without controversy.  

Noble (2005) argues that online education is not and should not be the wave of the 
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future of education.  Park and Choi (2009) note that as online learning opportunities 

increase, drop-out rates for adult learners in such programs also rise.   

In his seminal work on adult education, Lindeman (1961) states, “If learning is 

to be revivified, quickened so as to become once more an adventure, we shall have 

need of new concepts, new motives, new methods; we shall need to experiment with 

the qualitative aspects of education” (p.4). Ensuring the online learning environment is 

one of meaningful adventure means that adult learners need to feel supported by their 

instructors as well as by the academic institution (Eastmond, 1998).   

Andragogy, “the art and science of helping adults learn” (Knowles, 1970, p. 

38), is a model of teaching and designing courses based on the unique characteristics 

of adult learners (Knowles, 1970).  Developing a successful teaching system within 

the andragogical model means adjusting the learning climate so adults are at ease, 

diagnosing the needs of learners before beginning lessons, planning the lessons and 

learning experiences with learners rather than for them, and creating evaluation 

methods based on self-evaluation rather than on a grading system (Knowles, 1970).  

Adherence to such guidelines will enable the teacher and adult learner to work 

together in an environment with mutual respect for experience and independence 

(Knowles, 1970).   

The purpose of this hermeneutic phenomenological research was to conduct an 

investigation to determine the elements of an ideal course for adult learners enrolled in 

asynchronous online degree programs as expressed by those currently enrolled in such 

programs.  The results of this research may benefit the greater community within 
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higher education because lessons learned can help educators identify current 

procedures that could be enhanced or modified.  Participants of this study included six 

adult learners enrolled in an online degree program at a rural, northeastern university 

referred to in this study as, Green Valley University.  The following overarching 

research question and two subsequent follow-up questions guided this study 

1. What do matriculated, undergraduate adult learners in an asynchronous 

online degree program describe as the essential elements of an ideal 

course experience?; 

2. What are the elements of course design that adult learners perceive to 

be valuable in online classes?; and  

3. Do participants in this study perceive elements of andragogy to be 

present in their courses? 

Findings 

 Transcriptions from interviews conducted with each of the six participants 

were analyzed in two phases of coding.  The first phase of coding enabled this 

researcher to uncover general categories that would help to create a coding manual.  

The coding manual was then used to analyze the transcription, line by line, in an effort 

to organize the data.  Once the data was organized by codes, this researcher was then 

able to employ the second phase of coding.   

The second phase utilized pattern coding, which is a process used to unveil 

predominate themes in the data (Saldana, 2013).  This phase uncovered two 

predominate themes, dichotomy of learning and presence.  Once the two phases of 



PERCEPTION OF ADULT LEARNERS                                                                  118 

 

coding had been completed, this researcher, as a hermeneutist, was able to interpret 

the meaning of predominate themes within the data, as they relate to the broad context 

of the investigation of adult learner perceptions of ideal online learning experiences. 

Interpretations of Participant Experiences   

Presenting this researcher’s interpretations of the lived experiences of 

participants in this study enables the reader to further understand the meaningfulness 

of such experiences and to provide the context to understand how the predominate 

themes relate to the overarching research question, what do matriculated, 

undergraduate adult learners in an asynchronous online degree program describe as 

the essential elements of an ideal course experience? The following represents a 

summative reflection of the predominate points from each participant’s interview.  

This researcher believes providing such reflections adds insight for the reader to 

understand each participant’s lived experience related to ideal online learning.  

 Cindy.  Cindy repeatedly notes the importance of how online learning fits with 

her busy schedule and she appreciates professor flexibility when her “real-life” gets in 

the way. Although Cindy enjoys detailed feedback, she does not experience much of it 

from her online classes.  She likes the anonymity of the online environment because 

she considers herself shy.  Cindy identifies strongly as a non-traditional student and 

notes that she is much more engaged and intrinsically motivated to succeed 

academically than when she was younger.  Cindy noted the importance of being 

enrolled at a traditional institution, even though she is in an online degree program, 

because she feels like there is a negative stigma associated with online schools and 
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degrees.  Cindy believes that professor engagement is critical to student success and 

possibly even more-so than student-to-student interaction.  Cindy did not notice any 

clear evaluation protocol in her classes.   

 David.  David made numerous references to the technology and lack of 

professor knowledge related to the technology and of how this profoundly impacts the 

professor’s ability to interact with students.  Although David recognizes that students 

are responsible for their own success in classes, he believes that professors need to use 

the online platform in creative ways to increase interaction thereby increasing student 

retention.  Another highlight from David's transcription was the references made 

related to “authentic learning opportunities” and assignments that would “force” a 

student to get out of the comfort and safety of the online environment and into real-life 

interactions.   

 Kathy.  Kathy made numerous references related to assignments in her online 

classes seeming more like “busy-work” than “authentic” learning opportunities. She 

prefers interactions with professors more so than with other students.  Kathy identifies 

strongly as a non-traditional student and because of this, believes that engagement and 

learning means “you get what you put in”.  Kathy also believes that flexibility from 

professors within the asynchronous online environment is especially critical because 

of the busy schedules held by most adult learners.  At the same time, she believes 

professors care because “they have to”.  Kathy stated that consistency within Moodle 

is incredibly important in order to have a sense of organization within the online 

classroom.   
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 Mark.  Mark noted that he took school more seriously the longer he was in it 

because he gained maturity with age and experience. Mark stated that consistent 

schedules for due dates of assignments is important.  He also stated that he believes 

that online learning is very “individually-based” (self-directed). Mark said that he felt 

confident in online classes because he understands the technology and is comfortable 

using it.  Referring to traditional classroom learning; Mark feels frustrated due to the 

different learning styles of each student in the class and not being able to move ahead 

when he was ready because he would have to wait for other students to catch up.  

Mark stated that pressure from his own procrastination on assignments helped 

motivate him. One of the aspects of online classes that Mark liked was having 

resources available in different formats such as in Power Points or online videos 

posted by the professor.  Mark also noted that interaction and timely support from 

teachers is critical as well as having some element of flexibility within due dates and 

course structure. He also believes the flexibility of the online environment is important 

because adult learners have very different needs than traditional students.  

 Meg.  Meg states that she is “very self-directed” and intrinsically motivated to 

learn.  She considers timely feedback, course organization, and structure critical to 

student success. Meg appreciates class interaction and notes that although she feels 

more connected with more personal interaction with students and the professor, she 

does not personally require it in order to be successful in her classes.  Meg believes 

that discussion forums do not authentically replicate face-to-face interaction.  She also 

notes the importance of being able to relate assignments to real-life.  Meg mentioned 
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that she was able to immediately and frequently use what she had learned in classes in 

her career, regardless of the job she was holding throughout the time she was enrolled. 

Meg identifies strongly as an adult learner and believes the definition of an adult 

learner to be based on life experiences more so than on age. Meg reported that she 

experienced no consistent evaluation in her online classes, even though the tools and 

technology for such are easily accessible in online platform.  Meg believes that 

teachers should emphasize available institutional supports, like the writing center, 

more strongly.   For Meg, the key importance of online learning is being able to access 

it at one’s own time.  Meg found Green Valley University to be very supportive, 

especially the online learning department, though she believes advising, in general, is 

weak.  Meg made specific reference to the flexibility within the general education 

requirements is important because the variety in those classes helped her realize her 

specific educational interests.   

 Philip.  Philip identifies strongly as an adult learner primarily in relation to his 

self-directed nature towards learning and the need for time to process and reflect on 

lessons.  He credits his need for reflection to his age because as an older student, he 

believes it’s important to take the time to reflect on the insights from lessons, 

regardless of the class.  Philip stated that the lack of timely feedback is a big problem 

because students are unable to correct any mistakes in their writing before handing in 

the next assignment.   Philip recognized that Green Valley University is new in the 

online learning environment and has room for improvement.  Philip appreciates 

student and professor interaction and wants more of a sense of community in the 
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classroom.  Regarding the online discussion assignments, Philip stated that professor 

engagement and interaction in the forums is incredibly important to direct the 

conversations towards a higher level of critical thinking.  Philip believes the quality of 

professors is higher at Green Valley University because of the traditional academic 

setting and that the quality of students is higher because there is no open admission to 

the school.  Philip noted the importance of an institution recognizing that they are 

working with adult learners and their specific needs. Philip found too much 

inconsistency from class to class especially in course structure and expectations and he 

believes this should be looked at an institutional level, not just class by class. Philip 

does believe that most teachers care about student learning.   

 The preceding reflections on predominate points taken from each participant 

interview can help shed light on the meaningfulness of the participants’ lived 

experiences.  Although the reflections do not include all coded text, they do help to set 

the context to help the reader understand each perspective.  Participants lived 

experiences are then interpreted by this researcher as they related to the three research 

questions guiding this study.      

Discussion  

Research Question 1: What do matriculated, undergraduate adult learners in 

an asynchronous online degree program describe as the essential elements of an ideal 

course experience?  Based on the analysis of the data from the second phase of 

coding, it was evident that participants view an online environment as one that is ideal 

when it retains elements of a traditional academic setting while still upholding the 
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flexibility of the asynchronous environment.  The elements regarded as ideal in a 

traditional academic setting, as stated by participants, include high quality professors 

and students, “authentic learning opportunities”, and a strong sense of community in 

the classroom.  The statement “authentic learning opportunities” is quoted directly 

from participants and although this researcher honors the in vivo terminology, it is 

important to note the interpretation of the meaning of such a phrase relates to 

assignments that participants want to be relevant and real-life relatable.   

Though participants value such traditional elements of high quality professors 

and students, authentic learning opportunities, and a strong sense of community in the 

classroom; their gratitude for the virtual environment is equally as strong.  Without the 

opportunity for their desired degree to be accomplished in an online format, many of 

the participants would not have pursued their bachelor’s degree.  While learners want 

the elements of the traditional academic setting; paradoxically, they want it in a 

nontraditional environment.   

Dichotomy of Learning.  Participants find the online environment ideal 

because of the flexibility inherent in such an environment.  Online courses enable 

students to access learning from the comfort of their own space and anonymity.  Even 

though all courses within their program have deadlines and certain requirements 

related to assignments, participants in this study emphasized the benefit of online 

learning to be its flexibility, even within some predetermined restrictions, such as 

weekly due dates for assignments.  
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 Although flexibility is perceived with positive connotation, participants also 

recognize that such flexibility and anonymity leads to conflicted views on the 

perceived authenticity and seriousness of an online degree in the eyes of the 

professional community.  Participants frequently mention fears related to being ‘found 

out’ that they are in an online degree program.  Although they recognize that they can 

explain the depth of their learning and the intensity of the program once in person, 

they fear they will not get such opportunities if the transcript states that it is from an 

online school or program.  Several participants specifically chose Green Valley 

University because it is a traditional academic setting and the transcript, even though 

from an online program, would look no different than any degree from Green Valley’s 

traditional programs.   

 Participants emphasized the importance of the good reputation that comes with 

a traditional college education.  In fact, even though participants made numerous 

mentions regarding the importance of the perceptions of others in the professional 

community reading education, their individual view also seems to value face-to-face 

learning but they need it in an online environment.  The dichotomy is extended by the 

continued mention, from all participants, related to education being what you make it.  

Additionally, several participants note that regardless of the environment, face-to-face 

or online, there are some professors who are just not good at teaching.   

 Presence.  The value placed on the traditional, face-to-face classroom 

experience seems to stem from the participants’ perception of presence.  In higher 

education, social presence refers to being able to convey one’s authentic sense of self 
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to another person during the educational experience (Garrison et al., 2000).  Cognitive 

presence refers to being able to maintain communication, in any environment, in an 

effort to facilitate one’s own meaning of an experience (Garrison et al., 2000).  

Finally, teaching presence uses social and cognitive presence to facilitate a 

transformational learning experience (Garrison et al., 2000).  This researcher uses the 

broad term of presence to infer all three domains of social, cognitive, and teaching 

presences.  Participant comments related to presence emphasized the importance of an 

authentic learning community (cognitive presence), connection (social presence), and 

feedback (teaching presence) in the online environment.   

 Cognitive presence.  Participants frequently refer to the inability of the online 

environment to replicate an authentic learning community within the courses in which 

they were enrolled.  Participants seek the immediate interaction with classmates and 

professors that come standard in a face-to-face class.  In an online environment, the 

majority of interaction relies on back and forth discussions in a forum, which is set up 

in Moodle.   In such discussion forums, the teacher poses a question or discussion 

point and students make an initial response and then comment on fellow classmate 

responses.  Although some participants state this environment allows them to think 

through their thoughts before replying in order to offer a more thoughtful response, the 

majority of participants, see these forums as ‘busy work’ and not relevant to their 

learning.  Participants seem to miss the face-to-face discussions that can occur 

serendipitously in the classroom.  Similar scenarios do not often occur in online 
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discussion forums because students spend time drafting and editing their responses, 

prior to posting.   

 Social presence.  Although some participants state their need to achieve as the 

primary reason for their success in online classes, those very same participants state 

that the learning experience is greatly diminished when they believe their professor is 

ambivalent or absent.  Participants greatly appreciated opportunities to connect with 

the professors, outside of the required assignments.  Skype®, LinkedIn®, email, and 

video communications with professors were highly regarded because such efforts 

made the participants feel noticed and cared about.  Some participants mentioned 

wanting the same kind of connection with other students in the class but the majority 

spoke more about the importance of having a connection with the teacher.   

 Teaching presence.  Feedback on assignments was one of the most talked-

about topics in the interviews.  Participants stated that timely feedback was critical for 

their success on future assignments in that class.  Participants wanted to improve their 

skills and saw feedback as a mechanism to do so.  However, they spoke about 

feedback as assignment and content specific.  Overall, most assignments seemed to be 

due on a weekly basis but when feedback was not also delivered on a weekly basis, 

participants expressed great frustration.  Although feedback can exist in the form of a 

formal grade on an assignment, the feedback most appreciated and desired by 

participants on assignments was timely, thoughtfully written-out, and cognitively 

challenging.   
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While experienced limitedly, participants noted that thorough and timely 

feedback not only provided them with skills they needed to improve for future 

assignments, but also made them feel noticed.  Thoughtful feedback helped the 

participants feel understood and this helped to ease the isolation created by the 

anonymity inherent in an online environment.  Participants, in general, believe that 

this kind of thorough feedback was lacking in their online course experiences.    

Research Question 2: What are the elements of course design that adult 

learners perceive to be valuable in online classes?  Research question one enabled this 

researcher to understand the lived experiences of participants from a broad 

perspective.  In order to outline implications and offer future recommendations, 

specificity is required.  As a follow-up to the overarching research question related to 

adult learner perceptions of ideal online learning experiences, research question two 

enables the researcher to delineate specific design strategies outlined by adult learners 

as ideal.   

 The predominant theme that emerged regarding ideal course design was the 

element of consistency.  A desire for consistency was apparent in all aspects of the 

online learning experience, including the set-up and organization of files in Moodle 

and expectations of professors across the discipline.  Participants continuously 

lamented their frustration regarding the inconsistent set-up from one course to the 

next.  Not being able to find critical course documents, such as the syllabus and 

assignment information, without having to exert too much time and energy was the 

source of most of the frustration.  It is important to note that this researcher's use of the 
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word consistency is not to infer participants are advocating for uniform online 

courses.  In fact, participants value diversity in design and instruction amongst faculty 

but would prefer clearer instructions on how to find important class material from 

course to course.    

Participants frequently compared Green Valley University’s online platform 

against other universities that have a stronger focus on online learning.  In such 

comparisons, the number one grievance was too much inconsistency in course design, 

across the discipline, at Green Valley University.  Participants experienced a 

standardized course design from other online schools they had attended and they enjoy 

such consistency in formatting.  The standardized format allowed participants to spend 

less time worrying where key information was and more time on completing 

assignments.       

 Consistency was also important regarding expectations.  Participants 

complained that they had to learn the instructor in the first couple of assignments to 

know what was acceptable for a forum posting and what was not.  Although this is not 

just unique to an online environment, in a face-to-face class, students can use body 

language and environmental cues to help create meaning.  It appeared that 

expectations regarding written assignments were clear and consistent across the 

discipline.  The largest complaint was within discussion forum grading.  Some 

participants stated that for one teacher, they were required to write lengthy replies with 

cited sources whereas, for others; one sentence would suffice.   
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The other frustration was in regard to the due dates of postings and 

assignments for online classes.  Using the discussion forums as an example, 

participants would prefer the initial discussion posting would be due by midnight on 

Wednesday and the replies to fellow classmates are due by midnight on Sunday – 

regardless of what course it is.  Participants expressed a desire for standardized course 

design across the discipline.    Because so many participants carry more than one class 

at a time, this kind of consistency helps them plan their schedules for completing 

assignments in a timely fashion.   

Research Question 3: Do participants in this study perceive elements of 

andragogy to be present in their courses? Assessing andragogy is important to the 

authenticity of this study because its focus is on adult learners and their perceptions of 

their learning environment.  Understanding whether participants believe their 

professors are teaching them as adult learners versus traditional, on campus college 

students enabled this researcher to decipher the perceived presence of andragogy from 

the perspective of adult learners.  Andragogy differs from pedagogy primarily in that 

andragogy focuses on the process of learning rather than solely on content (Knowles, 

et al., 1998).   

A process model of education requires the instructor to serve as a facilitator, 

providing a variety of resources for learners to explore in order to create meaningful 

learning experiences for themselves; whereas, a content model, one on which 

traditional education is based on, provides the learner with the knowledge and skills 

needed to achieve course outcomes (Knowles, et al., 1998).  A process model still 
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requires an instructor to design the course; however, the design elements differ from 

those within a content model (Knowles, et al., 1998).  The process design elements 

include  

1. Preparing the learner;  

2. Preparing an appropriate environment to learn within;  

3. Creating a mechanism for mutual planning between the learner and 

instructor;  

4. Diagnosing needs of learners;  

5. Providing content objectives to satisfy the needs of the learners; 

6. Designing a pattern of learning experiences;  

7. Conducting such experiences with appropriate techniques; and  

8. Evaluating outcomes and diagnosing learning needs (Knowles, et al., 

1998).    

Table 5 outlines the eight andragogical design elements and the frequency for 

which they were coded across participant interviews as being experienced, lacking or 

desired.  Additionally, an example quote from participants representing coded 

elements is also included. Of the eight andragogical elements, only two elements were 

perceived present, mutual planning and diagnosing needs. 

Although the intent behind the process design elements of mutual planning and 

diagnosing needs is to enable teachers and learners to mutually design objectives and 

assignments – based on a learner’s unique needs, participants saw these occur on a 

different, but still notable, level. Several participants relayed their awareness that 
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Green Valley University was still green regarding online learning.  Participants 

reported that several of their professors asked for student input regarding how to 

design the online platform in a way that was optimal.  Participants greatly appreciated 

being asked for their opinion because they felt confident in their experience with 

online learning and about knowing what works well and what does not. Additionally, 

participants appreciated a professor’s understanding and flexibility regarding their 

external obligations conflicting with assignment deadlines and adjusting such 

deadlines to accommodate the learners’ needs.   
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Table 5. Coded Andragogical Principles   

Process Design 

Element # of Times Coded  Example Quote  

  Experienced Lacking  Desired    

Preparing the Learner  0 0 0   

Preparing the 

Environment 

0 1 1 Cindy: I always really like a syllabus with set due 

dates.  I like that structure, and again, because I 

work full-time, I like knowing ahead of time. 

Mutual Planning 1 1 1 David: …he [the teacher] was asking all of the 

students who were all 100% online students who 

had previous experience to provide ongoing 

suggestions of how it could be improved. We 

were all involved in the input of that which is 

cool. 

Diagnosing Needs of 

Learner 

2 0 1 Cindy: I had a couple of incidences where I 

needed some flexibility, because of my job.  I had 

to pass in an assignment early or late or 

something, and I felt like they [teachers] were 

accommodating to that. 

Content Objectives 0 0 1 Cindy: there was a lot of classes that I took for the 

completion of my degree that were, “Oh, how do 

you write a resume?  How do you write a cover 

letter?”  ...It was great, because I had a lot of 

resources to pull from, because I’ve written many.  

But I kind of wished that I could have gotten a 

pass on some of those courses, just because it 

would have saved me financially.  

Pattern of Learning 

Experiences  

2 0 4 Kathy: [Regarding forum postings] Busy 

work…Yes, I know that they’re trying to get the 

interaction portion going so that’s why they are 

asking us to do it, but I honestly, I respond to their 

posting, because I have to, it’s not that I’m getting 

anything out of it. 

Learning Techniques 2 6 2 David: I've even had some professors in the past 

do some online [synchronous] classroom where 

whoever can attend does attend and whoever 

can't, they can watch it at a later date.  But the 

actual interaction and asking students to you 

know, do research above and beyond the internet I 

think is a little lacking, particularly in this class 

but I've seen it before in others. 

Evaluating Outcomes  1 2 2 Philip: By the time I got feedback, it was way too 

late to apply any of it. Some of the teachers are 

fairly up to speed on you know if you turn in a 

paper and you hear about it a week or two. Some 

of them it drags on like this last one, I just got it 

back last week and that’s 3 weeks after it’s due. 
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The remaining process design elements were regarded as either something that 

was perceived as lacking or something that was desired.  For example, several 

participants made mention of the lack of assignments that were real-life relatable, thus 

inhibiting an authentic learning experience.  Opportunities for authentic learning 

experiences would be created if professors properly diagnosed the needs of learners to 

create patterns of learning experiences with techniques (assignments) to meet those 

needs.   

Additionally, numerous participants were unaware of how they were evaluated 

in their courses, besides receiving a final grade.  The absence of clear evaluation 

measures harkens back to the participants’ frustration with the lack of feedback on 

assignments.  Although, all participants are aware of the institutional grading policy 

regarding what numerical values represents what letter-grades (90 to 100 equals a 

grade of an A), the point of the evaluation process design element is to enable 

professors to measure if their techniques are working for their population of students 

and to adjust, as needed, based on the evaluation results.     

Implications for Practice  

Implications for practice enable this researcher to outline the predominate 

elements that participants continuously referred to in their descriptions of their lived 

experiences in online learning (see Figure 2).  The lived experiences of participants 

suggest an ideal online environment as one that retains elements of a traditional 

academic setting, including high quality professors and students, authentic learning 
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opportunities, and a strong sense of community in the classroom, while maintaining 

the flexibility inherent of the asynchronous environment.   

The element of course design that participants consider most valuable is 

consistency in the design of courses and expectations of professors.  Participants 

emphasized the importance of consistency across the discipline to limit confusion as 

they move from one course to another.  Regarding their perception of andragogy, 

participants perceived only two of the eight andragogical design elements to be 

present, mutual design and diagnosing the needs of learners. The following 

implications for practice are categorized according to research question in an effort to 

construct a synthesized understanding of participants’ lived experiences. 

Figure 2.  Lived Experiences of Adult Learners in Online Learning Environments

Figure 2.  Lived Experiences of Adult Learners in Online Learning Environments 
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Research Question One  

An analysis of the data related to the research question what do matriculated, 

undergraduate adult learners in an asynchronous online degree program describe as 

the essential elements of an ideal course experience? finds elements of flexibility, 

anonymity and institutional reputation as key components to an ideal online course 

experience.  Such elements refer back to the predominate theme, dichotomy of 

learning, because the learners are stuck in a paradox of wanting a traditional 

educational experience in a nontraditional environment.      

Dichotomy of learning.  The majority of participants noted they would not 

have been able to pursue their undergraduate education without the flexibility of the 

online environment because of the demands of their work and family obligations.   

Additionally, participants appreciate the anonymity within the virtual world because it 

enables them to broadcast their cognitive skills without being held back from 

emotional or physical insecurities that may be hard to hide from in face-to-face 

contact.   

Institutional reputation was also noted as very important to participants 

because they wanted their degree to be taken seriously in the professional arena.  

Participants wanted the people in their current and future professional lives to know 

that this degree, although obtained through online courses, was delivered from a 

traditional academic institution.   

Ideally, participants want to see Green Valley University conservatively 

expand opportunities within online degree programming to meet the needs of the 
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programs that learners want, while maintaining the high standards expected in the 

traditional degree programs.  The implication for practice therefore, is to find a way to 

bridge the gap between a traditional, academic education within a nontraditional 

environment.  Several participants alluded to solutions for this dichotomy including 

 Utilizing the same full-time or tenured faculty for courses, regardless of the 

formatting;  

 Maintaining course names, descriptions and requirements for online degrees, 

regardless of the formatting;  

 Upholding the same level of admission requirements for online students that 

traditional students are held to; and 

 Expanding opportunities for hybrid/blended courses.    

 Several comments from participants related to the importance of the professors 

being full-time, on-campus faculty.  David states,  

[Green Valley University] has a much higher rate of you know, the professors 

being on campus so they're available and my previous institution you know, 

they were adjunct professors -you know, so they were working a full time job 

and basically…that's what’s a big detriment - you couldn't get to them. 

Institutions that are relatively new to online learning may want to start such an 

endeavor by increasing opportunities to take classes in the form of hybrid or blended 

courses.  Such a format utilizes asynchronous assignments and requirements that make 

up for the decreased face-to-face class time.  Hybrid courses enable students to access 
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professors, face-to-face, but with less required synchronous class time than a 

traditional face-to-face class.   

 Some participants recognize a faculty’s full-time status does not always 

translate as a high quality teacher.  David showcases such a sentiment in his remark, 

“number one I think that this is going to be the kind of thing that a traditional on 

campus student is going to face as well, some professors are better than others, that's 

just kind of a hard fact.”  However, participants still regard full-time status as 

important because of the perception of such importance in the academic and 

professional arenas.  Likewise, participants appreciated that their online 

communication degree had the same curriculum as if they had received the degree in 

traditional, face-to-face classes.  One example of such appreciation comes from Philip 

as he states,  

So [Green Valley University], on the level of instructors is much more even 

and much higher and the course material is based on the same courses that are 

taught in the classrooms so it’s the same material, you know you’re getting a 

standard level of quality and the same teachers too. 

 Also pertaining to research question one, participants noted the theme of 

presence as being a critical component to an ideal online learning experience.  The 

theme of presence is noted in the following statement from David,  

Well, one thing that has been really super cool has been to be able to talk to – 

like I said, talk to some of these professors.  I mean the fact that my academic 

advisor is the chair of you know, my department, I mean that's amazing to me. 
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You know I just had a meeting with her yesterday about what I'm going to be 

taking during summer and taking during fall and to have her expertise you 

know right at a phone call away to be able to say you know, what's going to be 

able to benefit you most is to take this, and this and in this order you know, it's 

just such a big benefit for [Green Valley University] to have that you know, 

interaction. Like I said, my last institution was run like a business, and it was a 

business to make money but that's been one of the biggest things for me in 

transferring. 

 

Presence.  A discussion of the findings, as evidenced by the preceding quote, 

revealed statements associated with connection and feedback to be the key elements 

within presence.  Implications for practice regarding presence include 

 Thinking outside the discussion forum box in an effort to simulate a sense of 

community;  

 Mandating meet and greet sessions with professors and/or classmates either 

prior to the start of the course or within the first week; and 

 Providing thorough and thoughtful feedback with a one-week turn-around 

time. 

 In addition to conducting interviews with each participant, this researcher also 

collected data through an online focus group, held in Moodle.  The focus group 

enabled participants to anonymously add further reflections and share insights 

regarding their online course experiences with each other.  Although the focus group 
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had only two participants, several important statements were made that had otherwise 

only been briefly alluded to in individual interviews.   

 Regarding efforts that can help create a sense of community outside the 

standard discussion forum assignment, one participant in the focus group 

recommended, “Finding ways to create student groups for connecting online students 

outside the online classroom for further brainstorming may also help; as we don't 

benefit from the extra-curricular activities provided on campus.”  In a reply to the 

previous statement, another participant noted, “Interesting idea [regarding creating 

opportunities to connect students outside of online class], perhaps virtual clubs or 

fraternities/societies even.  Maybe a way to provide more of a togetherness-feel to 

online learners.”  Similarly, during Cindy’s interview, she mentioned enjoying a 

connection with professors in other professional networks, “I think I’ve connected 

with a couple of my professors through LinkedIn.   Which I think is a positive thing 

too, because why wouldn't they want you as a connection?  You know what I mean, 

like if they weren’t proud of you as a student?” 

 Requiring a virtual, real-time meeting with the professor and possibly with 

other students, may help students feel noticed.  Frequent communication from the 

instructor allows the learner to feel heard and seen in an online class (Eastmond, 

1998).  Meg’s comment cements the point, “In this particular seminar course, we 

actually...one of the first things we do is Skype to sort of reduce that disconnect and 

have a sense of who the other person was who you’re talking to when you’re chatting 

online or doing discussion with those and that kind of things.”   
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 Feedback is one of the areas that all participants agreed they would have liked 

to have experienced more of in their graded assignments.  Philip stresses his 

disappointment with the lack of feedback in the following statement,  

No feedback, never mentioned a thing. Everything was all prepared to air 

online and he must have looked at it, because marks showed up once in a 

while, but sometimes we never hear a word.  I just don’t like -- I could have 

picked up a text book and read it myself. It feels…invisible.   

Several participants reported the necessity for having feedback on written assignments 

turned in, if not on a weekly basis, then definitely prior to the next to the writing 

assignment being due.  With this in mind, the implications for practice include 

 Outlining standards for the return of feedback at the start of class so students 

know what to expect for a response rate; and 

 Maintaining small class sizes for online courses to enable professors adequate 

time to provide thorough feedback on all written assignments.     

Research Question 2  

 The elements of course design emphasized most by participants as ideal were 

organization and consistency.  Participants expressed needed to feel confident that 

their time would be spent on their coursework, not on trying to decipher the set-up of a 

new course.  The implications for practice related to an ideal online course design 

include 

 Recommending professors participate in technology training specific to 

teaching online courses for adult learners;   
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 Creating a department-wide online learning committee; and  

 Designing a course-specific frequently-asked questions (FAQ) sheet.   

 Although Green Valley University does have a technology and online-learning 

department, the majority of participants reported that professors clearly admitted their 

uneasiness with technology and the online learning platform.  Green Valley University 

does require teachers to complete a basic-level certification course for teaching online 

courses.  Therefore, it is assumed that more professional development in this area 

would be beneficial.  A course-specific FAQ sheet may be helpful to students so that 

they can access need to know information without having to spend additional time 

contacting professors or the help department.  Ideally, this sheet will be emailed to 

individual students, rather than solely being posted in Moodle, just in case they are 

unfamiliar with the online educational platform.   

 A department-wide, online-learning committee may enable professors to 

collaborate with each other to create cohesive standards across the department’s 

curriculum, specific to online course design.  Standardized course design throughout 

the department may ease student confusion by increasing consistency.  Course design 

may look different from department to department and certainly, content would be 

different course to course but such standardization meets the desires of participants for 

more organization and consistency throughout online courses.   

 Furthermore, such an online-learning committee could also be used to form a 

mentoring program between faculty who are confident and comfortable with the 

online learning platform and those who are unfamiliar with it.  This mentoring 
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program employs collaboration amongst faculty and may foster confidence in online-

learning.  In an effort to support online-learning initiatives, it may behoove the 

institution to support such a mentoring program with professional education credits or 

funding for professional resources.    

 Although consistent organization is desired amongst all participants and 

department-wide standards would help to achieve this, academic freedom must be 

maintained in order to honor the traditional academic learning environment.  

Participants appreciate the diversity amongst faculty in their department and enjoy 

seeing such diversity mirrored in content and assignment opportunities within their 

courses.  However, participants struggle to get past the idiosyncratic nature of the 

design in order to focus on the content.     

Research Question 3 

 Participants frequently identified themselves as adult learners and made 

numerous mentions to the differences between themselves and traditional students in 

an academic setting.  Meg states, “I absolutely participate more than anybody else in 

class. So, I’m really interested in topic. I’m also older and have more experience and 

things than a lot of other people I’m in class with.”  There is a sense of pride in the life 

experience of being an adult learner that is palpable in all participant interviews.  Meg 

exhibits such pride in the following statement,  

…you can tell when you have a discussion post who has life experience and 

who doesn’t, because they state their experience, they have more of a worldly 

view of things I guess, and not worldly in the sense that they’re cultured but 
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that they understand the big picture that they see the big picture. And that’s not 

at all to say that a traditional day-time 19 to 22 year old student doesn’t have a 

worldly view or hasn’t have life experience but it’s very clear when there is a 

differentiation there. 

Regardless of participant recognition of their adult learner status, their perception of 

professor recognition of the unique characteristics of adult learners was lacking. Mark 

states,  

He’s [the teacher] a very knowledgeable guy.  He expected a lot, I guess, and 

understandably so, you’re a college student, you should have high 

expectations, but some were unrealistic; time constraints, having a midterm 

and a paper due in the same week, stuff like that, where it’s like, could we just 

schedule this a little bit better please?  

Mark’s sentiments echo his desire to be recognized as an adult learner with external 

responsibilities that further compound his educational obligations.  Cindy recognizes 

the learning curve teachers face when working with adults,  

Again, I recognize that it’s hard, because of the different [learning] levels, but I 

think some online schools in my experience, because I’ve been to others 

besides [Green Valley University], are geared a little bit more towards working 

with adults versus traditional students. 

 Findings from an analysis of the data do not support participant perceptions of 

a presence of andragogy.   The general implication for practice would then include 

andragogical training for instructors teaching online courses. Thematic elements from 
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the implications related to the previous research questions include flexibility, 

anonymity, institutional reputation, presence, organization, and consistency. If 

teachers are practicing andragogy and incorporating all eight process design elements, 

then the previously stated implications may be null and void.   

Suggestions for Future Research 

 This research was conducted with six matriculated adult learners enrolled in an 

online degree program at a rural, northeastern university.  Efforts towards 

understanding participants’ lived experiences of online learning revealed numerous 

relevant insights relating to their perceptions of ideal course experience, design, and 

the presence of andragogy.  This study enriched this researcher’s understanding of the 

experiences of adult learners in a slice of time in their lives.   

Suggestion 1: Generalizability   

One of the limitations of this study (and of many others with a similar design) 

is that there is no way to know if the experiences would have been different with 

different participants.  Additionally, the results of the study may have differed if those 

participants had different instructors or were enrolled in one of the other online degree 

programs.  However, because the intent of this study was to investigate this group of 

learners at during this slice of time in their life, this study is relevant.   

This researcher suggests similar studies with a larger sample to be conducted 

to enable researchers to generalize results to a broader audience.  Ideally, a 

longitudinal study following participants throughout the length of their degree 

program would shed far more light on understanding their experiences.  Adult learners 
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are the population of focus in this study and even though participant ages ranged from 

mid-20s to mid-60s, more diversity in ethnicity, geographic location, and degree major 

would also help increase external validity.  

Suggestion 2: Include Teacher   

Participants frequently brought-up specific teachers while they reflected on 

their course experiences, leading this researcher to believe that their perceptions did 

change relative to who was teaching the class.  Future studies including student and 

faculty perceptions of online learning may provide another level of understanding of 

the total experience of online learning.  Additionally, including faculty perceptions in 

a future study could assist researchers in comparing teacher reflections with those of 

students regarding ideal course experiences and design.  Such insights could help 

researchers and educational institutions, interested in expanding online learning, align 

teaching paradigms.  Understanding the lived experiences of both learners and 

teachers can help bridge any gaps in the learning process.  For example, if teachers are 

unaware of the perceptions of learners about discussion forums being more like busy 

work than authentic learning opportunities, how would they know to investigate other 

opportunities for meaningful interaction and learning?  Likewise, if learners assume 

that teachers know what they prefer, then they are less likely to make such 

recommendations on course evaluations.     

Suggestion 3: Applicability  

Participants overwhelmingly agree they prefer more opportunities for real-life 

relatable assignments.  This led this researcher to wonder about participant perceptions 
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related to how they are using what they are learning.  Has their behavior, in real-life, 

changed as a result of what they have learned?  Or are the lessons they learn in each 

class only being applied towards assignments in that class?  If their behavior has 

changed, this researcher wonders, what was responsible for that change?  Was it what 

they learned from the course or because of their individual drive for learning?  

Questions like these lead this researcher to think more efforts in the areas of applied 

learning, post-graduation, would be relevant to the field.  The following quote from 

David expresses the importance of a broader applicability, 

I mean the degree is a piece of paper, which is awesome; it's just a basic thing 

that's saying yeah, you did it.  But I take every single class and immerse myself 

and I actually like to use it in my professional life on the fly. So, whether it's 

math or principles of communication, or technology class or whatever it's 

really important to me to be using that knowledge immediately to improve my 

life. 

Similarly, studies of how students apply feedback from assignments would also help 

to unveil if they use such feedback to adapt their skills to just future assignments in 

that course or if they apply such skills to all assignments in all courses and in other 

areas of their life, outside of school.   

Suggestion 4: Communication  

One common concern amongst participants is professors not being accessible. 

A possible consideration for future research would be to investigate the type and 

frequency of communication preferred by an online learner.  Understanding and 
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incorporating preferences for each learner in a course is a momentous task.  Huang 

(2002) recognized this in research related to constructivism and learner-centered 

educational environments. Recognizing this issue, instructors may need to be 

innovative in design elements that honor the autonomous nature of adult learners 

within the collaborative learning environment touted by constructivism (Huang, 2002).   

Suggestion 5: Technology  

Regarding technology, future research could also include studies related to 

how often technology is used and what types are being utilized in what ways.  

Participants frequently mentioned various features within Moodle that teachers and 

students could access for video communication, interactive grading, and assignment 

resources.  To what extent is faculty utilizing such resources?  Additionally, to what 

extent do students want faculty to use such resources?  

Suggestion 6: MOOCs  

Future research should also explore the impact of massive online open courses 

(MOOCs) on online learning.  Although MOOCs are relatively new to the educational 

scene, arriving a few short years ago, researchers agree they will impact higher 

education (Breslow et al., 2013).  Research investigating the degree and direction of 

this impact could reveal additional insights related to the environments adult learners 

want to learn in.   

Suggestion 7: Affective learning 

In all participant interviews, this researcher noted various levels of affect 

related to their learning experiences.  Affective learning takes into consideration the 
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emotion, mood, attitude, and value students have related to their education (Jones, 

2010).  Future studies on the impact of how affect impacts adult learner perceptions of 

their online experience would add yet another dimension to the true human experience 

of online learning. 

Suggestion 8: Reputation 

Relative to affective learning, participants consistently emphasized their 

preference for enrollment at a traditional, brick and mortar, academic institution.  

Even though they were enrolled in an online degree program, participants believed 

society would view their degree as less valuable if it had come from an online 

educational institution.  Future research should investigate the stigma regarding online 

learning and perhaps, include a comparative assessment between online degree 

programs at traditional institutions and those from primarily virtual schools.  

Additionally, research on whether or not the same stigma exists regarding 

hybrid/blended courses could also be investigated.      

Conclusion 

Ausburn’s (2004) investigation of course design and instruction elements most 

desired by adult learners led to the conclusion that learners are most successful in 

online courses when they feel a personal connection to the material, can relate the 

material to their real-world experiences, have opportunities for self-directed learning, 

and feel a sense of community and connection with classmates and the instructor.  

Although results from this study indicate similar conclusions, this study also revealed 

an additional element of importance related to the value participants place on the 
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academic institution.  Participants, in this research, perceive an ideal online 

environment as one that retains elements of a traditional academic setting, including 

high quality professors and students, authentic learning opportunities, and a strong 

sense of community in the classroom, while maintaining the flexibility inherent of the 

asynchronous environment.    

In addition to looking at the broad perceptions of ideal online learning 

experiences, this study also focused on perceptions of ideal course design and the 

presence of andragogy because perceptions are reality, even if they are not truth.  The 

element of course design that participants consider most valuable is consistency in the 

design of courses and expectations of professors.  Participants emphasized the 

importance of needing consistency across the discipline to limit confusion as they 

move from one course to another.  Regarding their perception of andragogy, 

participants perceived only two of the eight andragogical design elements to be 

present, mutual design and diagnosing the needs of learners.  The finding and 

implications of this study come from a hermeneutic research paradigm.  The purpose 

of hermeneutic phenomenology is to gather participant perceptions and translate them 

according to the researcher’s interpretation of the meaning of such perceptions. 

As an instructor of online courses, this researcher found this study to be 

incredibly relevant and useful in order to understand a complete picture of student 

experiences.  Often online instructors rely on end of course evaluations to determine 

what methods have worked for students and what they would prefer changed.  

However, such evaluations rarely capture the rich and meaningfulness of what that 
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course experience meant to that student.  The value and relevance of this research can 

be best summed up with the following quote from Philip, 

One of the reasons why I decided to go back to school and as the kids moved 

away, I wanted to do something else. I felt like I wanted to round-out my life 

more, so my education is less about coming up with a job skill although it 

would be nice to have another career when we’re done. The idea is about 

becoming something -- you know, picking up things that I never thought of -- 

you understand what I’m saying? So the challenge is to take courses that I 

might normally look at and go, “I’m not interested in that.” And find 

something in there that makes me say after the course was done well, “that was 

worth the price of admission.”   
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Appendix A 

Sample Interview and Survey Questions 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS SURVEY QUESTION 

Tell me, as much as possible, about 

your experiences in online courses you 

consider to be ideal. 

Do you consider yourself a confident 

learner?  

Tell me, as much as possible, about 

your experiences in online courses that 

did not meet your expectations. 

How many courses do you take each 

semester?  

How do you learn best?   

Will your bachelor's degree earned be 

the first higher education degree 

you've received?  

Describe your favorite assignment 

from any of your online courses. 

How many semesters have you been a 

matriculated student at this 

institution?  

In what ways are you challenged in 

your online courses?  

Have many semesters have you 

completed at schools other than here?  

In what ways do your teachers show 

you they care about your learning?  

How many hours do you spend on 

each course, outside of the course 

meeting time?  

Describe a typical online course and 

explain how you tackle the work for 

that course?  

What age range are you in?  

In what ways does this institution 

support your learning and progress in 

your online degree program? 

Are you male or female? 

Besides a degree, what do you hope to 

take away from your educational 

experience?  

Do you have external work 

obligations in addition to being a 

student? 

Describe how you have used what 

you've learned in your online courses 

to change your life, in some way or 

another (if at all). 

Do you have external family 

obligations in addition to being a 

student? 
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Appendix B 

Initial Letter to Participants 

 
Hello,  

April 3, 2014 

My name is Jennifer Anderson and I am a Plymouth State University student in the Doctor of 

Education program.  I am currently working on my dissertation, which is the final requirement of my 

degree – yay!  I am reaching out to you because I am hoping you will be willing to participate in 

my research study. The title of my research is "An Investigation of the Perceptions of Adult Learners 

in an Asynchronous Online Degree Program in regards to the Presence or Absence of the Principles of 

Andragogy”. While this title seems a bit overwhelming and wordy, it really means that I am interested 

in studying adults enrolled in an online degree program at PSU. It is my goal that through my research, 

I can help to assist PSU in the development of future online courses so that these courses and instructors 

really are meeting the needs of the students they are serving.    

Although I am reaching out to all of the enrolled students in PSU’s online Communication and 

Degree program, that totals only about 18 people so I am really hoping that I can get as many of you to 

participate as possible to ensure the richness of the data collected.  Participation for my research will 

not take much of your time.  I would like to start as soon as possible and ideally finish all data 

collection before our spring semester ends.  I am hoping to be able to get your input on your 

experiences in online classes at PSU.  (Enrollment in this particular degree is not a requirement.  If you 

are taking online classes, your participation is still important).   

I am asking if you would be willing to participate in this study, which includes answering 

general questions about your online course experiences through an open discussion forum (much like 

the forums you probably have in classes in Moodle) and through a one-on-one interview with me.  All 

of our communication together and your responses to all interview and focus group questions are 

completely anonymous from instructors and staff of PSU.  I will be coding all participants (using fake 

names) to ensure your confidentiality.  

Because of the nature of an online program, I realize some of you may not live locally. If you 

are unable to meet face-to-face, I am hoping you’d be willing to talk with me over the phone, SKYPE, 

or even through Moodle to answer interview questions.  Because there is such a small group of students 

that I am reaching out to, I hope to be able to connect and speak with each of you one on one because 

this topic is so important to me and I am passionate about ensuring that PSU is meeting your needs. 

If you are willing to participate (by answering questions in an online forum with other students 

in your program and in a private interview with me), I would greatly appreciate if you would email me 

back (or call me) and let me know as soon as you can.  I can be reached at any time via email or mobile: 

jnanderson@plymouth.edu or 603-387-6628. Once I hear back from you (and I sincerely hope I do!), 

we can set up a time to meet (in person or digitally) and get the ball rolling.   

Thank you so much for taking the time to read this long email. As a student myself, I have 

received dozens of requests over the years to participate in research and I know that it’s already a 

challenge to complete the daily to-do list without adding onto it.  I will do my very best to respect your 

time and I ensure I will work as efficiently as possible throughout data collection.   

I have attached the official approval letter from PSU’s Institutional Review Board granting me 

permission to collect research. I have also attached the informed consent form, which contains the 

specific information about this research and space for your consent to begin participation.   

Time certainly does fly – I hope I hear from you soon! 

Thank you again! 

~Jennifer Anderson  

jnanderson@plymouth.edu 

603-387-6628 
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