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Abstract
A model of adult development is
proposed as the foundation for
instruction and training of adults
with learning disabilities. A pre-
sentation of Malcolm Knowles’
model of adult development is
preceded by a discussion of key
issues regarding adults with
learning disabilities. Using self-
determination as a focal point,
the interrelationships and appli-
cation of Knowles’ model to
adults with learning disabilities
is presented, along with specific
examples applicable to both spe-
cial and vocational educators in
secondary and postsecondary
settings.

Introduction
The 1960s was a period of revo-
lution in many arenas of daily
life throughout the United
States. One area which was sig-
nificantly changed was educa-
tion. While there were many new
curricula and theories developed
around the academic needs of
children in elementary settings,
perhaps no area had more radi-
cal modifications during this
volatile period than special and
vocational education.

During the early 1960s, pro-
fessionals first conceptualized a
new type of disability as a way
to form connections among vari-
ous types of brain dysfunction,
brain injury and cognitive per-
ceptual difficulties. These prob-
lems seemed to be critical con-
cerns in students who consis-
tently showed unexpected, but
consistent, underachievement
in the home and the classroom.
This work came to fruition with
the definitions of learning dis-
abilities (LD) as suggested by
Kirk (1962) and Bateman (1964).

During this same decade,
another educator tackled the
equally complex puzzle of effec-
tive adult education. Many aca-
demics, including Malcolm
Knowles (1970, 1973), were dis-
satisfied with the current prac-
tices used by instructors and
corporate trainers to educate
adults. Knowles hypothesized
that adults had a unique set of
characteristics as learners that
should be encouraged instead of
ignored or discouraged during
the learning process. He firmly
believed that only by facilitating
this learning process wherever
and whenever adults were
taught could genuine, success-
ful education take place.

We still question the value
and effectiveness of the Ameri-
can educational system. This

intensive self-analysis is also
coupled with a second trend —
the rapid growth of special edu-
cation, especially in the area of
learning disabilities. The 2.5
million individuals with learning
disabilities now account for
more than half of all students
identified as having disabilities
in the U.S. (U. S. Department of
Education, 1998). They have also
become the largest population of
adults with disabilities seeking
postsecondary education and
employment (Gerber, 1997;
Henderson, 1995).

But where do these trends
converge? Some clues to the of-
ten puzzling condition of learn-
ing disabilities in adults can be
found in an application of
Knowles’ adult development
theories to this rapidly growing
population. Consequently, the
purpose of this article is to ex-
amine the theory of adult devel-
opment as conceptualized by
Knowles and to describe how it
can provide a theoretical basis
for an effective approach to in-
struction and training for adults
with learning disabilities.

Adults with LD
While the majority of profes-
sional interest in education has
centered on learning disabilities
in children and youth, the last
ten years have seen an explosion
of new insights and knowledge
concerning learning disabilities
and adulthood (Bigaj, Shaw, &
McGuire, 1999; Brinckerhoff,
McGuire & Shaw, in press;
Gerber, 1997). Critical concepts
in this research can be con-
densed into the three categories
discussed below.

Learning Disabilities Do Not
Disappear with Adulthood
One area of consensus in the
field of special education is that
learning disabilities do not just
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occur in children (Dukes &
Shaw, 1998; Smith, Dowdy,
Polloway, & Blalock, 1997). It is
clear from over three decades of
research that children with
learning disabilities carry the
ongoing ramifications of their
learning disabilities into both
adolescence and adulthood.
Learning disabilities may even
intensify in adulthood as adult
tasks and environmental de-
mands change. Such changes
are reflected in the critical adult
areas of employment and post-
secondary education. When stu-
dents with learning disabilities
move into these new, challeng-
ing settings, they often still show
difficulties in perception, read-
ing, math, written communica-
tion, and psychosocial skills
(Adelman & Vogel, 1993; Brinck-
erhoff, et al., in press).

Frequently, despite years of
remediation in resource rooms
or neglect in inclusionary
classes with their peers, adults
with learning disabilities will
demonstrate significant prob-
lems in both higher order con-
ceptual/linguistics and simple
to complex mathematical opera-
tions (Adelman & Vogel, 1993;
Gerber & Reiff, 1991; Hoffman,
et al., 1987; Smith, et al., 1997).
Smith, et al. (1997) concur that
these academic difficulties result
in numerous difficulties in ba-
sic skills of daily life which in-
clude filling out job applications;
reading want ads, newspapers,
menus, and street signs; han-
dling money (e.g., dealing with
bills, checks, credit cards, cal-
culating tips for service); and
following directions (e.g., follow-
ing a recipe or manual).
ADULTS WITH LD REQUIRE SPECIALIZED

SERVICES AND EDUCATION

Because the ramifications of
learning disabilities are perma-
nent, it follows that individuals
with this hidden, long-term dis-
ability will also require special-
ized services, education, and
support throughout their lives.

Supporting this position, Kavale
(1988) stressed that one key
component which contributes to
the successful, long-term ad-
justment of adults with learn-
ing disabilities is the utilization
of intensive, ongoing, educa-
tional interventions geared spe-
cifically to meet their needs.

Examples of these interven-
tions were described by adults
with disabilities in a study by the
Learning Disabilities Association
of America (LDA) in 1994. When
questioned, the adults requested
these specific services: evalua-
tion (66%), tutoring (60%), psy-
chological therapy/academic
support (47%), vocational coun-
seling (33%), language therapy
(27%), and medical services
(25%). These students also be-
lieved that the following services
would be useful to them in the
future: job placement assistance
(28%), social/vocational skill
training (24%), vocational coun-
seling, support groups, job
coaching, peer support services,
and advocacy services (LDA
Newsbriefs, 1994).

Note also that this list does
not include two critical areas of
best practice advocated by many
special educators. Assistance
must be available to train indi-
viduals with learning disabilities
in problem solving strategies
and in the formation of social-
ization and interpersonal sup-
port networks (Deshler, Ellis, &
Lenz, 1996; Gerber & Reiff,
1991; Kaplan, 1996).
COPING STRATEGIES AND PROBLEM

SOLVING SKILL TRAINING

Individuals with LD need to use
personalized coping strategies to
deal with the multifaceted chal-
lenges of adolescence and adult-
hood. These strategies and prob-
lem solving skills must be ap-
plicable to authentic problems
that the students will encoun-
ter in everyday life, since they
can be excellent vehicles to
teach individuals with learning
disabilities how to become

aware of both their strengths
and weaknesses. These strate-
gies also discourage depen-
dency on others while encour-
aging choices, independence,
and goal-setting (Deshler, et al.,
1996; Kaplan, 1996).
SOCIALIZATION SKILLS AND

INTERPERSONAL SUPPORT NETWORKS

Another important area identi-
fied by adults with learning dis-
abilities in the 1994 LDA sur-
vey was difficulties with social
relationships. This concern was
supported by researchers who
found adults with learning dis-
abilities to be less involved so-
cially with others, less satisfied
with family relationships, and
less active in recreational, social,
and leisure activities in their lo-
cal communities (LDA News-
briefs, 1994).

A more positive picture,
however, was seen when adults
with learning disabilities
reached out to others to advo-
cate for their difficulties. For in-
stance, when Greenbaum, Gra-
ham, and Scales (1996) sur-
veyed college graduates with
learning disabilities from the
University of Maryland, they
found two psychosocial factors
that contributed to the success
of the students. These were the
support of family and friends
and personal attention from fac-
ulty and disability support staff.
These conclusions were echoed
by Gerber and Reiff’s (1991) ob-
servations of successful people
with learning disabilities who
had a strong, social support net-
work of parents, husbands, and
friends. The researchers found
that these individuals were able
to repeatedly draw on this re-
source during many different
phases of their lives as adults
(Gerber & Reiff, 1991).

Adult Outcomes
Another important area in the
professional literature on adults
with learning disabilities is re-
search that reports outcome
data. Longitudinal data from
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many studies about outcomes
for adolescents and adults with
learning disabilities has shown
many interesting, but some-
times conflicting trends. For in-
stance, there seems to be a con-
sensus among educators that
many students with disabilities
(especially those with learning
disabilities) drop out of high
school at high rates. Results
from one study indicated that in
1994 between 22% and 40% of
students with disabilities did not
finish their secondary educa-
tion (U. S. Department of Edu-
cation, 1994). Results from a
second study of over 8,000 stu-
dents with disabilities across
the United States supported
this trend by reporting that one
in three individuals with learn-
ing disabilities did not receive
a high school diploma (Blackorby
& Wagner, 1997).

A second area of concern in
the professional literature on
outcomes is the access of indi-
viduals with learning disabilities
to postsecondary education. It is
interesting to note that nearly
one third of the 12th graders
with learning disabilities sur-
veyed during the National Tran-
sition Longitudinal Study were
planning to go to college after
high school graduation. How-
ever, other statistics on the
prevalence of college students
with learning disabilities have
presented a less positive picture
(Blackorby & Wagner, 1997;
Smith, et al., 1997). For ex-
ample, Kaplan (1996) concluded
that only 1% of all students cur-
rently in American colleges
have learning disabilities. How-
ever, Henderson (1995) reported
that individuals with learning
disabilities are now entering
postsecondary education in
record numbers. While many
students are entering college,
youth with learning disabilities
still do not enter postsecondary
education at the same level as
their nondisabled peers (Black-

orby & Wagner, 1997). Clearly,
more research is still needed.

A third area of concern
found in outcome studies for
individuals with learning dis-
abilities is employment. Voca-
tional studies for individuals
with learning disabilities have
shown mixed outcomes. For in-
stance, some studies show high
unemployment or underemploy-
ment rates for individuals with
learning disabilities (Greenbaum,
Graham, & Scales, 1996; Halla-
han & Kauffman, 1997; Kaplan,
1996). Others report initially
high rates of employment in
usually minimum wage jobs. For
example, Blackorby and Wagner
(1997) found that 71% of their
sample of people with learning
disabilities were competitively
employed when surveyed three
to five years after secondary
education. However, “Students
with learning disabilities work-
ing full-time and year-round had
annual incomes less than
$12,000. Such comparatively
low wages are bound to nega-
tively influence students’ abili-
ties to achieve other goals, such
as residential independence” (p.
64). In addition, some studies
found that adults with learning
disabilities, while employed
more frequently than other in-
dividuals with disabilities, also
expressed more overall dissat-
isfaction with their employment
(Kaplan, 1996).

In summary, Adelman and
Vogel (1993) noted that many
studies described high school
dropouts with learning disabili-
ties as persons who had poor
pre-work training and were of-
ten unemployed or severely un-
deremployed. Blackorby and
Wagner (1997) supported this:
“Youth with learning disabilities
enjoyed better success in the
labor market, but rarely fur-
thered their education or train-
ing after high school” (p. 59).

These negative outcomes for
adults with learning disabilities

are clearly paradoxical, given
their earlier, youthful goals of
satisfying employment and fur-
ther postsecondary education.
As Blackorby and Wagner (1997)
found in their survey, almost
60% of the twelfth graders with
learning disabilities wanted to
be employed competitively. In
addition, nearly one-third of the
sample (32 %) wanted further vo-
cational training, while 28%
planned to attend college. It
seems that dreaming about suc-
cess in postsecondary educa-
tion and the workplace are com-
mon goals for youth both with
and without learning disabili-
ties. Similarly, Knowles recog-
nized the importance of goal-
setting in his model of typical
adult development.

Knowles’ Views on
Adult Development
Malcolm Knowles has been
called the father of Adult Learn-
ing in the United States (Bell,
1989; Daly, 1980; Feuer &
Geber, 1988; Fisher & Podeschi,
1989; Tennant, 1986). In his two
classic texts from the 1970s, The
Modern Practice of Adult Educa-
tion (1970) and The Adult
Learner: a Neglected Species
(1973), Knowles laid the ground-
work for what adult educators
now use everyday as an instruc-
tional model in a variety of set-
tings (Meyer, 1991; Naylor,
1985; Tennant, 1997). His
theme was a simple one: adult
students have traditionally been
taught within a pedagogical
paradigm (or “teacher-centered”
approach) that was the founda-
tion for all learning in the el-
ementary and secondary school
systems throughout the United
States. While this approach may
be advantageous for young chil-
dren who often require extensive
guidance and structure in every
aspect of their educational ex-
perience, it is frequently inap-
propriate for teaching adults
who come to the classroom
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bringing a different set of chal-
lenges and strengths.

As a result, Knowles pro-
posed “andragogy,” an educa-
tional model formulated to ad-
dress the needs and strengths
of adult students. His humanis-
tic approach was less teacher-
centered and more learner-cen-
tered because Knowles hypoth-
esized that adult learners dif-
fered widely from children in
the following distinctive learn-
ing characteristics: (a) adults
tend to be self-directed learn-
ers; (b) adults bring to the class-
room a rich base of experience
that should be tapped as part of
their learning; (c) adults have a
more “problem-centered” learn-
ing orientation in terms of
learning specific tasks in con-
trast to the “subject matter-ori-
entation” of children; (d) adult
learning readiness is triggered
by what they need to know to
be responsible adults and citi-
zens in their home society; and
(e) adult learning motivation is
internal or intrinsically based,
whereas the motivation of chil-
dren is due to external or extrin-
sic factors (Bell, 1989; Daly,
1980; Fisher & Podeschi, 1989;
Knowles, 1970; Rada, 1980).

Two additional themes con-
tinually ran through Knowles’
developmental model—the con-
cepts of control and discovery.
As Bell (1989) explains, “Partici-
pative approaches that offered
invitations rather than outlined
rules were more in sync with the
idea of the adult as a respon-
sible, independent, and interde-
pendent learner. . . [Knowles
also] focused on discovery learn-
ing—growth through insight and
early opportunity for applica-
tion” (p. 43).

It was in just these two criti-
cal areas that Knowles felt that
the traditional educational para-
digm have failed most of its adult
students. He strongly believed
that the different learning styles
between adults and children

have distinctly significant impli-
cations for teaching methodol-
ogy. For instance, he posited
that most college and vocational
classes were still being taught
with a pedagogical, teacher-cen-
tered approach more applicable
to children. Instead, he believed
that adults required a more flex-
ible, participative, experience-
based instruction, whether
taught in a church basement, in
an assembly line or in a college
classroom (Feuer & Geber, 1988;
Knowles, 1970, 1989).

Andragogy and Adults with
Learning Disabilities
In the final analysis, if
andragogy is to be meaningful
for practitioners, it must be
practical and beneficial to the
lives of adults with learning dis-
abilities in real ways. When
ideas from the two areas are laid
side-by-side, a number of inter-
esting parallels immediately
emerge for further examination.
These connections then become
the foundation for andragogical
instruction that meets the di-
verse needs of adults with learn-
ing disabilities in both academic
and vocational settings.

Life-Long Learning
The material depicted in Figure
1 is rooted in an important as-
sumption found in both the best
practices for adults with learn-
ing disabilities and Knowles’
andragogical theory. The critical
theme of lifelong learning is ech-
oed repeatedly by many authors
(Benner, 1998; Daly, 1980;
Fisher & Podeschi, 1989; Naylor,
1985; Ward & Kohler, 1996). It
clearly is a foundation concept
for both areas. Just as the rami-
fications of learning disabilities
stay with individuals through-
out their lives, so does the need
for ongoing education and sup-
port. In fact, Knowles believes
that, “In a world with an accel-
erating pace of change, we can-
not assume that people will
learn in school everything they

will need in life, which is the way
it is now. It has to be a lifelong
learning process” (Feuer &
Geber, 1988, p. 38).

This theme is also echoed in
the areas of disabilities and
transition planning, as it clearly
emerges when discussing self-
determination skills for indi-
viduals with learning disabili-
ties. For example, Field, Martin,
Miller, Ward, and Wehmeyer
(1998) stressed that, “Self-deter-
mination is highly important to
the career development and
transition process and it needs
to be encouraged throughout the
life-span” (p. 113). Hatzes and
McGuire (1998) supported their
position by strongly advocating
an educational philosophy to
infuse self-determination for
students with learning disabili-
ties throughout college settings.
As they said, “[These beliefs]
should guide. . . . postsecond-
ary service delivery: (a) indi-
viduals should have the right to
control their own lives, (b) indi-
viduals are capable of doing so;
and (c) individuals benefit from
doing so” (p. 24).

Specialized Education and
Support
Both Knowles and disability-ori-
ented educators have stressed
the value of specialized educa-
tion and support for their re-
spective populations (Benner,
1998; Brinckerhoff, et al., in
press; Deshler, et al., 1996;
Meyer, 1991; Naylor, 1985). For
instance, the disability literature
(Adelman & Vogel, 1993; Dukes
& Shaw, 1998; Patton &
Palloway, 1996) has demon-
strated that adults with learn-
ing disabilities clearly require
assistance that is personalized
to build on their unique
strengths and compensate for
their weaker areas (e.g., cogni-
tive and perceptual difficulties,
language problems, academic
weaknesses, and psychosocial
deficits). This literature has also
stressed the importance of for-
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mally teaching adults with
learning disabilities various sur-
vival skills, coping techniques,
and learning strategies, while
simultaneously encouraging
them to form long-term, inter-
personal support networks
made up of family, friends, fac-
ulty, and co-workers (Benner,
1998; Brinckerhoff, et al., in
press; Patton & Palloway, 1996;
Ward & Kohler, 1996).

Knowles too encouraged a
personalized approach to teach
adults that clearly was more
“learner-centered” and less
“teacher-centered” than the tra-
ditional, pedagogical instruction
found in most adult educational
settings (Daly, 1980; Knowles,
1984; Rada, 1980; Tennant,
1986). Knowles (1970, 1984)
stressed that adults learned best
when their learning was related
to five critical factors inherent
in their unique learning style: (a)
learning must be self-directed;
(b) it must build on their own
life experiences; (c) it must be
problem-centered (e.g., dealing
with everyday issues or new
knowledge that they must learn
to move forward in their lives)
instead of subject-centered (i.e.,
driven by a standardized cur-
riculum that does not reflect
their needs); (d) learning must
be triggered by what individu-
als need to know as functioning
citizens and adults in their home
communities; and (e) learning
must be internally motivated
(i.e., internal locus of control)
versus externally motivated (i.e.,
external locus of control).

Similarities can immediately
be drawn between the internal
motivation of andragogy with its
emphasis on self-direction and
experiential learning and dis-
ability awareness necessary for
adults with learning disabilities.
Problem-centered learning, as
advocated by Knowles, is clearly
analogous to a deeper under-
standing of one’s own strengths
and weaknesses as experienced

through years of personal fail-
ure and success. In addition, the
internal motivation that often
feeds disability self-awareness
can, in turn, facilitate more so-
phisticated coping skills, learn-
ing strategies, or interpersonal
social networking in academic,
vocational, and community set-
tings. Such self-awareness and
internal drive are very similar to
the triggers (or internal motiva-
tors) that Knowles advocates in
all adult learning.

Hallahan and Kauffman
(1997) talked about these prin-
ciples of andragogy when they
describe successful adults with
learning disabilities, “Successful
individuals have a realistic ac-
ceptance of their weaknesses
coupled with an attitude of
building on their strengths. They
compartmentalize their learning
disability and see it as only one
aspect of their identity. . . [They]
build on their strengths by se-
lecting occupations that match
their abilities and minimize their
difficulties” (p. 195).

Goal Development and
Achievement
The third theme found when
applying andragogy to adults
with learning disabilities is its
strong emphasis on personalized
goal development and achieve-
ment. As previously described,
despite the often negative out-
comes reported by researchers
in the areas of school or work,
individuals with learning dis-
abilities definitely want to get a
high school diploma, go on to
college, and then find fulfilling
employment that will allow them
to be functioning, independent
citizens (Gerber & Reiff, 1991;
Patton & Polloway, 1996). But
having personal goals and then
achieving them are often two
entirely different things for
adults with this hidden disabil-
ity (Gerber, 1997).

This concern is echoed again
in Knowles’ adult development

model. He repeatedly stressed
that no concept was more im-
portant to adult success than
the use of all types of life expe-
riences to figure out exactly
what individuals needed to
learn and a deeper personal
analysis of why they wanted to
learn it. He believed that all
adults learned best when they
first focused their attention on
solving genuine, personal prob-
lems that they encountered ev-
eryday in their lives. It is this
concentrated attention on spe-
cific, prioritized, issues that
triggered their learning process
and fostered the further devel-
opment of their cognitive skills.
Both were significant benefits
for adults with learning disabili-
ties.

Using Life Experiences to
Teach Coping Skills
The fourth theme found when
applying andragogy to adults
with learning disabilities is a
strong emphasis on teaching
adults survival skills or problem-
solving techniques that are
based on authentic experiences
from their lives (Meyer, 1991;
Naylor, 1985; Tennant, 1997).
Numerous authors have already
described the challenges that
adults with learning disabilities
repeatedly faced throughout
their lives. For instance, Mellard
and Hazel’s study (as cited in
Benner, 1998) compared levels
of competence of community
college students with learning
disabilities to their nondisabled
peers. The researchers found
significant differences between
adults with and without learn-
ing disabilities in many areas,
including language, pragmatics,
humor, personal/social relation-
ships, involvement with peers,
helping skills, time manage-
ment, personal responsibility,
goal setting, and organizational
skills. Mellard and Hazel con-
cluded that students with learn-
ing disabilities clearly lacked the
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coping abilities of the students
without disabilities and were of-
ten unable to make needed life
adjustments. Such difficulties,
in turn, had a negative impact
in many other areas of adult life
as well (i.e., home, work, school,
recreation, leisure).

Given these concerns for in-
dividuals with learning disabili-
ties, there already exist numer-
ous materials that teach specific
useful techniques to deal with
the challenges of the workplace
or the college classroom. How-
ever, coping skills for adults with
learning disabilities should en-
compass a broader philosophy
as well. As Hardman, Drew and
Egan (1999) suggested, “Perhaps
the most helpful survival tech-
nique that can be taught to an
adolescent with learning dis-
abilities is actually more than a
specific skill—it is a way of
thinking about survival, and
overall attitude of resourceful-
ness and a confident approach
to solving problems” ( p. 206).

It is interesting to note that
Knowles (1984) echoed this phi-
losophy in describing one of
andragogy’s key assumptions.
He described his idea of “Readi-
ness to Learn” by saying: “People
become ready to learn some-
thing when they experience a
need to learn it in order to cope
more satisfyingly with real life

tasks or problems. The educa-
tor has a responsibility to cre-
ate conditions and provide tools
and procedures for helping
learners discover their ‘need to
know’ ” (p. 44).

In other words, there is
agreement that adults should
use their life experiences, both
successful and unsuccessful, to
face current challenges and turn
them into fruitful learning expe-
riences. As Knowles (1980) has
said, “To adults, education is a
process of improving their abil-
ity to cope with the life problems
they face now” (p. 53). Therefore,
it is critical for both special and
adult educators to capture these
“teachable moments” to en-
hance cognition and further
survival skill development.

The four previous themes
provide many insights into the
areas of learning disabilities and
andragogy. However, one other
best practice truly reflects where
andragogy and learning disabili-
ties become almost identical as
educational models. It is in the
area of self determination that
the subjects really come to-
gether. These connections are
illustrated in Figure 1.

Self-Determination
Self-determination implies the
ability of people with disabilities
to have the control and freedom

in their lives to define personal
goals for themselves and then
figure out how to achieve them
(Field & Hoffman, 1994; Field,
et al., 1998; Ward, 1992). These
choices are critical factors in the
lives of adults with learning dis-
abilities because, as children
with learning disabilities, they
saw themselves as incompetent
and helpless. Since such a nega-
tive self image also carries a per-
vasive sense of low self-esteem,
children with learning disabili-
ties frequently grow into adults
with learning disabilities who
view themselves as passive fail-
ures incapable of achieving their
goals and dreams (Brinckerhoff,
et al., in press; Kavale, 1988).

Such a negative picture il-
lustrates the parallels that can
be drawn between self-determi-
nation and andragogy. As seen
in Figure 1, both approaches
provide clues about how to teach
critical, life skills to adult stu-
dents in a variety of settings. For
example, Field and Hoffman
(1994) listed five major compo-
nents that became the founda-
tion for self-determination. This
set of personal skills, ideas, and
beliefs (as listed in the left col-
umn of Figure 1) can also be
taught as specific skills in prob-
lem solving, self-determination,
self-advocacy, and life skills in
secondary, postsecondary or

Figure 1
A Comparison of Self-Determination and Andragogy

SELF-DETERMINATION COMPONENTS * PRINCIPLES OF ANDRAGOGY

1. Know Yourself Self-directed learning
Learning readiness is based on adult/societal roles

2. Value Yourself Experiential Learning
Internally-motivated learning

3. Plan Focus on goals and achievement

4. Act Solve genuine authentic problems in instruction

5. Experience outcomes and learn Reflection fosters knowledge
Stress learner self-evaluation

* BASED ON FIELD, S. AND HOFFMAN, A. (1994). DEVELOPMENT OF A MODEL FOR SELF-DETERMINATION. CAREER

DEVELOPMENT FOR EXCEPTIONAL INDIVIDUALS, 17, 159-169.
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vocational settings (Field, et al.,
1998; Ward & Kohler, 1996).

Andragogy also provides pro-
fessionals with guidance in ways
to tap into the unique learning
processes of adults with learn-
ing disabilities. As seen in the
right hand column of Figure 1,
Knowles laid out a number of
principles that drove the
andragogical style of instruction
(Knowles, 1984; Rada, 1980).
His principles described exactly
what and how adults should be
taught in a variety of academic
and vocational settings—just as
the components of the self-de-
termination model.

One example of these simi-
larities is the self-determination
principle called “Knowing Your-
self” (Field & Hoffman, 1994). It
is another way to describe adult
learners who become internally
motivated through andragogical
instruction. A second, self-deter-
mination principle labeled
“Valuing Yourself” (Field &
Hoffman, 1994) implies that stu-
dents with disabilities have al-
ready examined the rich body of
experience that is part of their
life history, especially when ex-
ploring their personal strengths,
deficits, needs, and preferences.
“Knowing and valuing yourself”
also assumes that adult learn-
ers understand from the begin-
ning how any new knowledge
will be useful for implementing
the choices they have made.

Such choices can also be
viewed as goals that become the
roadmap for future learning.
While Field and Hoffman (1994)
described “Planning” and “Act-
ing” in their self-determination
model, the principles of
andragogy expanded these con-
cepts even further for educators.
Knowles stressed that adults
must be involved in “mutual
planning” with instructors or
support staff to first formulate
and then design their own learn-
ing objectives and activities
(Feuer & Geber, 1988). This

ownership was a critical andra-
gogical component if adults
were to fulfill their personalized
learning plans.

It is interesting to note that
Knowles’ concept of learner own-
ership was reflected in the In-
dividuals With Disabilities Edu-
cation Act [IDEA] which required
intensive involvement of stu-
dents with disabilities through-
out the transition planning pro-
cess. As Field et. al. (1998) ex-
plained, “Expecting and support-
ing active student participation
and leadership of their IEP’s
helps to accomplish the IDEA
mandate” (p. 120). This inten-
sive transition planning also
echoed Knowles’ andragogical
principles in another way. He
stressed that older students
wanted ideas and skills appli-
cable to the real-life problems
and challenges that they faced
daily. When this andragogical
focus on authenticity is re-
named as self-determination, it
becomes academic and voca-
tional instruction that involves
mutual risk-taking, dealing
with conflict and criticism, and
accessing resources as needed
(Field & Hoffman, 1994).

In other words, solving
genuine, real-life problems is an
important theme in both
andragogy and self-determina-
tion. In addition, this is such a
powerful concept that Field and
her colleagues have gone further
to advocate that it also be part
of the sweeping, nationwide re-
form initiative School-to-Work.
As Field, et al. (1998) emphasize:

School-to-Work programs, as
mandated through the School-
to-Work Opportunities Act (P.L.
103-239), have great potential
for promoting self-determina-
tion as young people choose
their careers. Exploration of
careers. . . can provide stu-
dents with information and
hands-on exposure to a wide
variety of careers through
school-based learning, work-
based learning, and connect-

ing activities. Self-determina-
tion practices within a school-
to-work framework can in-
clude. . . students. . . making
periodic self-assessments (pp.
122, 123).

This self-assessment is also
the final stage of andragogy as
originally described by Knowles
(1984). He believed that stu-
dents must be encouraged to
evaluate their own learning. He
emphasized the need for reflec-
tion to foster new knowledge
from both past and present ex-
periences. Knowles visualized
this process as a form of discov-
ery learning, with growth
through new insights about one-
self and one’s environment.
Such discoveries again have
strong parallels in Field and
Hoffman’s final component of
their self-determination model
(Field, 1996; Field & Hoffman,
1994). It is here that learners
with disabilities are encouraged
to compare their outcomes/per-
formance in terms of personal
expectations, to realize their
successes, and to make any nec-
essary adjustments for their
next set of goals and activities.

As summarized in Figure 1,
both andragogy and self-deter-
mination give birth to active
learners, with or without dis-
abilities, who know themselves
well and are able to build on that
knowledge to achieve goals that
they have chosen for them-
selves. Field, Hoffman, and
Posch (1997) concluded, “Accep-
tance of self-determination re-
quires a fundamental shift in the
way educational planning and
implementation are conducted.
It also holds the potential for in-
creasing both the effectiveness
and relevance of education for
youth with and without disabili-
ties” (p. 292).

Discussion and
Recommendations
When Field and Hoffman ex-
plored the implementation of




