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Introduction 

These guidelines serve to introduce the issue of adult learning and teaching of adults with learning 

obstacles while taking into account the theory of experiential learning (Kolb, 1984) and the results 

of the research conducted by the partners of the Languages and Cultures for All project during 

the course piloting of language and culture courses in 2020-2021.  

 We begin the theoretical part with a short characteristic of adult learning: official adult 

learning definition is provided, and the specificity of adult learning is discussed. Since adult 

learners are a highly varied group, we refer to some common traits that have to be observed when 

teaching adult learners as well as offer clues regarding their preferred style of work and possible 

ways of increasing their motivation in the learning process. Then, we move on to a concise 

description of Kolb’s cycle of experiential learning and learning styles. We explain each part of 

the cycle of experiential learning and describe the learning styles, including practical aspects, 

e.g., the preferred types of exercises (e.g., creative, logical, artistic), modes of work (e.g., in a 

group or individually), challenges that commonly occur, and more. 

 In the practical part of the guidelines, we first describe the courses designed by the project 

partners. The courses were created using CLIL methodology and for blended learning classes, 

however, the underlying methodology that we had in mind was also the one of Kolb’s. Hence, the 

description of the courses shows how we took Kolb’s postulates under consideration and offers a 

list of exercises, linking them to the learning styles. Furthermore, while piloting the courses, we 

conducted a questionnaire with the aim of gaining an insight into teaching adult learners with 
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obstacles to learning. The main conclusions are presented with reference to practical issues, 

contexts and situations that we encountered during the piloting and examples of how they could 

be applied in one’s teaching practice. 

 Finally, in the last part of the guidelines, we discuss the difficulties that were met during 

the course piloting. These difficulties were mostly related to the pandemic situation (piloting took 

place from March 2020 to January 2021); on the other hand, the harsh circumstances perhaps 

made certain trends and necessities more visible than they would have been if the courses had 

been piloted in a pre-pandemic period. Not only do we describe these obstacles but also attempt 

at learning from them by both providing solutions that we introduced and drawing conclusions as 

to the nature of these obstacles and their implications. 

Adult Learning 

Adult learning and education ensure lifelong wellbeing by furthering the learners’ personality 

development and enhancing their labour market competitiveness.  

UNESCO defines adult learning and education as “a core component of lifelong learning. 

It comprises all forms of education and learning that aim to ensure that all adults participate in 

their societies and the world of work. It denotes the entire body of learning processes, formal, 

non-formal and informal, whereby those regarded as adults by the society in which they live, 

develop and enrich their capabilities for living and working, both in their own interests and those 

of their communities, organisations and societies” (Recommendation on Adult Learning and 

Education, 2015, 2016, p. 6). 

Existing research indicates that adult learning differs from the way children learn and 

defines the main features of adult learning. Malcolm Shepherd Knowles (1984, p.12), the founder 

of andragogy – adult learning theory, posited five assumptions of adult learners: 

1) Changes in self-concept - with maturity a person’s self-concept moves from a dependent 

personality towards self-directedness, thereby transforming the adult into an autonomous 

learner. 

2) The role of experience - the experience becomes an increasingly rich resource for learning 

and a base for accruing new information and knowledge. 
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3) Readiness to learn - the readiness to learn stems from biological development and 

academic pressure and gets predominantly oriented to the development of social roles. 

4) Orientation to learning - adult learning shifts from subject-centred to problem-centred.  

5) Motivation to learn - learning motivation shifts from largely extrinsic to intrinsic.   

Adults’ motivation, as well as the ability to learn, are affected by traits such as maturity, self-

confidence, autonomy, solid decision-making, and the fact that they are generally more practical, 

multi-tasking, purposeful, self-directed, experienced, and less open-minded and receptive to 

change (Pappas, 2013). 

Pappas (2013) highlights the following 8 important adult learners' traits: 

1) Self-directedness – they need to take responsibility for their lives and decisions and, 

therefore, control their own learning. Thus, self-assessment is essential. 

2) Practical and results-oriented – information should be immediately applicable to 

professional needs, should improve skills, facilitate work and boost confidence. Hence, 

the course has to cover individual needs and be practically applicable. 

3) Less open-minded and consequently more resistant to change. Hence, tasks need clear 

explanations, new concepts should be linked to already established ones promoting the 

need to explore. 

4) Slower learning, yet producing more integrative knowledge – although adults learn less 

rapidly, the knowledge becomes more in-depth and acquires personal meaning to the 

learner. Thus, the tasks have to be meaningful but not very long. 

5) Using personal experience as a resource – the rich personal experience provides the link 

between new concepts and past experiences. Thus, tasks encouraging discussion and 

experience sharing create a learning community that can profoundly interact. 

6) Motivation – adults learn voluntarily to improve job skills and achieve professional growth. 

Hence, thought-provoking tasks questioning conventional wisdom and stimulating 

learners’ minds are important. 

7) Having multi-level responsibilities – family, friends, work, etc. lead to prioritisation and 

often the compromise of learning outcomes. In such circumstances, the learning 

programme has to be flexible.   

8) Holding high expectations – they need to learn things useful for work, expect immediate 

results and pursue courses that are worthwhile and not a waste of time or money. Thus, 
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the course created shall maximise their advantages, meet their individual needs and 

address all the learning challenges. 

Furthermore, adult learners, especially the elderly and those with certain barriers, need to 

be motivated. Rothwell (2008) suggests the various motivational techniques: memorable 

instructions and interesting stories rather than rules, principles, theories or descriptions; appealing 

to multiple senses, such as sight, hearing, touch, and smell; training related to their knowledge 

base and purposeful work to build on it; identifying on-the-job problems that learners face and 

helping them solve those problems.  

These adult teaching/learning assumptions are in line with Vygotsky’s theory of learning 

through social activity stressing the role of culture and environment in learning, Knowles’s theory 

emphasising adult learners’ self-concept, the role of experience, readiness to learn, internal 

motivation and the need to know, and Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory (Aubrey & Riley, 2016). 

In his Experiential Learning Theory, Kolb (1984) perceives learning as a holistic continuous 

process grounded in experience, involving transactions between the person and the environment 

during which knowledge is created.  

Experiential Learning Theory and Learning Styles 

David A. Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory (ELT) reflects the works of the leading contemporary 

scholars such as John Dewey, Jean Piaget, Carl Rogers and others (A. Y. Kolb & D. A. Kolb, 

2009), who all highlight human experience as a key factor for development and learning. ELT is 

“a dynamic, holistic model of the process of learning from experience and a multi-linear model of 

adult development” (A. Y. Kolb & D. A. Kolb, 2009, p. 43). Its applicability to all forms of education 

(formal, non-formal, informal and more) and all cultures makes the model universal. 

According to Kolb, learning is “the process whereby knowledge is created through the 

transformation of experience. Knowledge results from the combination of grasping and 

transforming experience” (1984, p. 41). Kolb distinguished two opposing yet equally true and 

equally relevant “modes of grasping experience”, i.e., Concrete Experience and Abstract 

Conceptualisation, and two “modes of transforming experience”, i.e., Reflective Observation and 

Active Experimentation (A. Y. Kolb & D. A. Kolb, 2009, p. 44).  
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These competing modes function in a never-ending cycle creating new knowledge 

depending on the context and the requirements of a given situation: Concrete Experience (new 

as well as previously existing experiences), upon which Reflective Observation (personal analysis 

of acquired experiences) can be built; Reflective Observation can be constructed, deconstructed 

and rebuilt to arrive at Abstract Conceptualisation (new conclusions and ideas), on the basis of 

which the Active Experimentation (implementation of new ideas into practice) is commenced 

providing new experiences that start the cycle again (A. Y. Kolb & D. A. Kolb, 2009; Western 

Governors University Blog, 2020). 

 Research indicates that regardless of the equal importance of the modes, adults tend to 

choose some over others. Kolb distinguishes four learning styles: diverging, converging, 

assimilating and accommodating (A. Y. Kolb & D. A. Kolb, 2009). Existing research has shown 

that learning styles are governed to some extent by educational and professional choices, factual 

work performed, personal character (Kolb, 1984), as well as the culture in which persons were 

born and lived (Joy & Kolb, 2007), and the culture in which they function (Yamazaki, 2005). 

 Each of the following learning styles can be summarised as follows: 

- diverging style (dominating components: Concrete Experience and Reflexive 

Observation) – characterises learners with the ability to analyse and view a situation from 

numerous perspectives, who function well in situations that require them to produce ideas, 

be imaginative or collect information. They are interested in cultural issues and art, and 

particularly enjoy group work, tasks that require open-mindedness, out-of-the-box 

thinking, and personal feedback when performing educational tasks; 

- assimilating style (dominating components: Abstract Conceptualisation and Reflexive 

Observation) – preferred by people capable of logical thinking, skilled at decoding 

information and reconstructing it in a logical manner, who prefer to work with abstracts 

and ideas. Ideas are valued more than their practicality. Learners particularly enjoy 

working with various texts, analysing or listening to lectures but do not enjoy acting 

promptly, without analysing issues deeply; 

- converging style (dominating components: Abstract Conceptualisation and Active 

Experimentation) – characterises learners who most value practicality and handle well 
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tasks that require the search for solutions and explanations to issues. They are capable 

of acting on the basis of the gathered information to solve these issues, yet do not handle 

well situations that are interpersonal or of social nature. They particularly enjoy the 

practical implementation of developed ideas and theories and experimenting; 

- accommodating style (dominating components: Concrete Experience and Active 

Experimentation) – typical for learners who draw information most directly from 

experience, prefer to be “in action” while learning, i.e., those enjoying performing various 

activities, completing challenges and gathering new experiences. Such learners prefer to 

work with people rather than with ideas and particularly enjoy group work and active 

learning, as well as having clearly set goals to fulfil (A. Y. Kolb & D. A. Kolb, 2009, pp. 46-

47). 

In the next section, we introduce the main project assumptions and show how the courses in all 

languages fulfil the ideas of Kolb’s Experiential learning and how various tasks are designed to 

respond to all learning styles. 

Project “Languages and Cultures for All” 

The project “Cultural knowledge and language competences as a means to develop 21st century 

skills” aims to improve 21st century skills and key competences of adult learners (with an emphasis 

on adult learners with barriers of various nature), promote the idea of lifelong learning, and provide 

new pieces of information on the teaching and learning of adults. The project outputs include 

courses of English language and courses developing cultural and 21st century competences, as 

defined by the European Commission, in both foreign and national languages (Czech, Croatian, 

French, German, Hungarian, Latvian, Polish, Romanian and Slovenian). The courses were 

designed following the CLIL methodology (Content and Language Integrated Learning) and on 

the assumption that they will take place in blended learning settings. The European intangible 

cultural heritage of the partners’ countries served as the basis for the content of the courses. Each 

of the course’s submodules adhered to an agreed structure: it contained interactive tasks (such 

as games), video and audio tasks, typical tasks developing language competences such as 

reading, grammar, writing, design thinking tasks, and other creative tasks. 
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 The courses were also designed in such a manner as to follow the requirements of 

Experiential Learning Theory. The materials were uploaded onto the Moodle platform that allows 

for well-developed and various interactions between the learners and the teacher and provides 

numerous tools for assessing and, most importantly, giving feedback. Numerous tasks draw from 

the learner’s previous knowledge (e.g., they start with mind-mapping, brainstorming, making a list 

of ideas on the basis of what learners already know) and then encourage them to verify their 

knowledge and build on it using sources provided within the courses, e.g., newspaper articles, 

scientific papers, blogs, interviews with experts, etc. They also encourage learners and the 

teacher to listen to each other and learn from each other’s experiences.  

The tasks included in each of the modules were designed to active learners representing 

all four learning styles. For instance, there are cultural and artistic tasks (e.g., listening to a 

traditional Klapa song and then, after learning what the traditional motifs of Klapa songs are, 

attempting to write one’s own words to a song), mind-mapping tasks (e.g., brainstorming for ideas 

related to the cultural spaces), and design thinking tasks involving group work (e.g. completing a 

list of products sold in a store with local souvenirs) that will probably appeal to learners 

characterised by diverging learning style the most. 

There are webquest tasks (e.g., gathering information related to the technology of building 

traditional dry walls for Croatia), video tasks (e.g., video with a short lecture on Lad dances, which 

are traditional to Romanian society, and their possible application in education), or reading tasks 

(e.g., reading about Lipizzaner horses or Suiti cultural space, encouraging the learner to look for 

more information in other sources in order to compile an informative piece of writing) that will 

probably interest learners representing the assimilating learning style the most.  

There are practical tasks encouraging learners to take action outside of the classroom 

(e.g., case study requesting the learner to use a Facebook account), design thinking tasks (e.g., 

preparing in groups short puppet theatre stories and presenting them with hand-made puppets, 

which were done following the instructions of Czech puppet masters), or tasks for solving 

problems (e.g., designing a trip for students using specific resources and following their requests) 

that will mostly appeal to learners characterised by accommodating learning style.  

Finally, there are visualisation tasks (e.g., designing a trip using Google Maps and coming 

up with various routes and downsides and upsides to each one of them), reading tasks involving 
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comparison (e.g., reading about seasonal traditions in different cultures encouraging the learner 

to compare them with each other but also with the traditions of his/her own culture), or grammar 

tasks presenting certain issues and their practical application (e.g., a writing exercise on 

imperative, which first introduces the theory and then requires a learner to use it in writing a 

recipe) that will probably involve learners with converging learning style the most. 

Piloting the Courses: Research Results 

From March 2020 to January 2021, all project partners piloted the courses among adult learners 

and teachers. Apart from adult learners, each partner conducted classes with a category of adult 

learners with learning difficulties and barriers: cultural, geographic, social, economic, etc. All in 

all, 638 learners participated in the piloting of the courses, 203 of them being learners with barriers 

and learning difficulties.  

 During the piloting, all learners were asked to complete a questionnaire in their national 

language. The questionnaire comprised three parts: the first one was the metric, which included 

information such as gender, level of education, place of residence, occupational status as well as 

habits related to the use of technology (e.g., PC/laptop, smartphone, tablet). The second part was 

designed to collect learners’ feedback on the platform itself and on the courses; the learners did 

not assess all of the courses but one submodule which they either did during classes or alone at 

home, as they were given constant access to the platform for the whole duration of the course. 

They also indicated whether they subjectively feel an increase in different knowledge and skill 

categories after the course (e.g., language skills, intercultural competence, creativity, critical 

thinking skills, IT skills, and more). The third part comprised a 12-item questionnaire allowing us 

to determine the dominating learning style of the adult learners (following Kolb’s theory) who 

participated in the courses.  

 The first result that emerges from the conducted explorations is that certain demographics 

appear to have influence over the preferred learning style, whereas others do not. For instance, 

it seems that gender influences the preferred learning style, with women displaying 

accommodating learning style more often than men, and men displaying converging and 

assimilating learning styles more often than women. Surprisingly, age does not seem to have an 

influence over the preferred learning style. Therefore, it appears that when designing classes, 

one should pay attention to the gender of the learners and, not necessarily, to the age, and plan 
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the lesson differently for a class full of women and a class full of men. However, it is worth noting 

that age and gender do seem to overlap at certain points: in the classes of the Third Age University 

(U3A), women are certainly the prevailing group. This is reflected also in the learning of the elderly 

people and their motivation to do so, as it mostly emerges that they learn for highly practical 

reasons and they expect their classes to be highly practical too, without diving too deeply into 

theoretical ideas. 

 The second conclusion stemming from the conducted research is that there seems to be 

a correlation between a preferred learning style and the level of education: the higher the level of 

respondent’s education, the less likely she/he is to prefer the diverging learning style in favour of 

the assimilating learning style. This result implies that lessons should be planned quite differently, 

for instance, for learners in the higher education system who seek to enhance their language 

skills or cultural competence and for unemployed women with secondary education. In the first 

case, it is advisable to give learners exercises that will require searching for information, individual 

work, sharing information, and making decisions, whereas such exercises might discourage the 

latter group who would probably enjoy imaginative or art tasks, workgroup and acquiring new 

cultural information. 

 The third conclusion appears to be closely related to the second one, as certain learning 

styles can be considered as prevailing for some of the groups that we created for the purpose of 

our study: for instance, unemployed respondents seemed to prefer accommodating learning style, 

whereas students and older adult learners prefer the diverging style. Therefore, perhaps learning 

styles are also connected to the social roles and the position in which individuals find themselves; 

for unemployed who seek a way out of their current situation, acquiring practical skills is key. This 

would also explain the similarity between the students and older adult learners attending classes, 

as they assume a similar position in the structure whether they are students at a university or 

learners at U3A. However, this is only a very tentative conclusion that requires further exploration 

and more research. 

 The following two conclusions are probably the key ones regarding learners with obstacles 

to learning: while using the Moodle platform was not an issue for students and adult learners, it 

constituted a real challenge for elderly adult learners and other learners with obstacles. They 

complained that the platform was not intuitive, they did not understand the platform, did not find 
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it attractive or useful. Having so many difficulties even from simply using the platform, they were 

not willing to finish the courses, they were confused and quickly discouraged. It is perhaps 

advisable that should an institution hold its own e-learning platform, the courses should be posted 

there. Posting new content on a familiar platform will make the learning process much easier for 

the learners as it reduces the need to learn yet another thing anew; this holds even in the case of 

Moodle platform as Moodle can assume completely different layouts. Furthermore, a class or 

even two should be devoted solely to learning and understanding the platform. Firstly, it will make 

the learning process less challenging and confusing, especially for learners who are not familiar 

with the platform; secondly, in the long run, it will allow learners more freedom and learning also 

in their own time, apart from classes. 

 The pandemic situation demonstrated also clearly that learners with obstacles to learning 

require more face-to-face classes than adult learners in general. They were more unsure of the 

tasks and the use of the platform, they had more doubts and required more support from the 

teacher; furthermore, they enjoyed more classes with other students and they lacked ‘real’ human 

contact while performing the courses, which acted as a demotivator in their situation. This theme 

is explored more deeply in the next part of the guidelines, in which we discuss the difficulties and 

obstacles that we experienced during piloting the courses. 

 Finally, before we move on to the next part, it is worth noting that there were statistically 

significant differences regarding the learning styles that appeared to be dependent on the 

nationality and cultural differences, which would be in line with the previous findings of Kolb (Joy 

& Kolb, 2007). 

Piloting the Courses: Difficulties and Obstacles 

Each of the partners encountered certain difficulties and obstacles in the implementation of the 

courses, all of which were related to the pandemic and introduced restrictions. Below there is a 

description provided highlighting some of them, which fully explains the situation. 

Sapientia team from Romania conducted all of their classes online due to the total 

lockdown introduced in the country. While the task of organising classes for adult learners was 

fairly easy, reaching learners in remote areas or with physical disabilities – who were the target 

groups for Romania – proved to be highly challenging. After collecting lists of email addresses of 
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the learners from the latter group, a course syllabus along with the instructions on how to access 

and complete the course was sent. The learners were contacting the teachers via emails, for 

instance sending print screens of the completed tasks. The questionnaires were collected 

individually. However, in the end, it appeared to be impossible to collect the initially indicated 

number of questionnaires from the people with disabilities as personal assistance appeared to be 

an absolutely necessary component; and the one that could not be fulfilled due to the pandemic 

situation. 

Czechia reported similar difficulties to Romania, however, it seems that they were better 

prepared for the pandemic situation due to the fact of having their own online platform before the 

pandemic. Previous experience with working on the platform made it easier for the students to 

participate in the online courses and to fill in the questionnaires afterwards; furthermore, there 

was a 9-week period when it was possible for the Czech team to organise face-to-face meetings, 

which they fully used by holding introductory courses. Nevertheless, reaching learners from 

remote areas was nearly impossible as travelling was highly restricted for most of the time and 

local authorities were not allowed to share any contact details due to GDPR regulations. The 

number of learners was reached owing to the personal involvement of students, their families, as 

well as the families and friends of the persons with obstacles to learning. 

In Poland, while it was not difficult to reach out to students, it proved highly challenging to 

engage elderly learners, who were the Polish target group. Due to the pandemic, seniors were 

advised to stay at home at all times and avoid any gatherings; even meetings with their family 

had they lived alone. All classes at the University of the Third Age were cancelled and only several 

were reorganised in the online space; moreover, even if they were willing to take part in the online 

classes, many seniors did not have either access to the computer or the Internet, or proper skills 

to work online on their own. The Polish team conducted online piloting with those seniors who 

had the possibility and were able to participate in the virtual classes, yet the number was far from 

the one that had been assumed at the beginning. Therefore, the Polish team also used the already 

existing relationships: students from the specialisation of adult education were asked, as part of 

their course, to complete one of the sub-modules with their grandparents, hence creating a cross-

generational, bonding and learning exercise. After completing the submodules, they were also 

asked to fill in the questionnaire (both students and their grandparents). Students had also an 

opportunity to share their reflections on the course and its applicability for their grandparents 
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during an open discussion. The feedback was collected in one file and used to improve the 

courses afterwards, however, one conclusion emerged quite clearly from the discussion: it was 

the platform itself, not the courses, that appeared to be too challenging for the seniors to be 

operated on their own. 

Croatian and Latvian teams had quite similar difficulties, especially reaching the learners 

with obstacles and difficulties to learning. Croatian team experienced difficulties in contacting their 

target audience – the unemployed and less educated women. The Latvian team did not 

experience difficulties in reaching learners with cultural barriers – their target audience, as they 

managed to hold part of face-to-face sessions prior to the country’s lockdown, but the Latvian 

team experienced problems in travelling to remote areas – another target audience. Furthermore, 

all adult learning had to be organised only online which was a problem to reach people from 

remote areas. 

The only team which did not express such concerns was Slovenian, which – apart from 

one group – conducted all of their courses face-to-face. In their report, they clearly stated that it 

was possible for them to pilot the courses smoothly due to the fact that they were all in a computer 

lab together, which allowed the team to monitor the process carefully, attend all of the issues that 

appeared and give the learners the opportunity to ask questions, receive immediate help and 

answer without any intermediary.  

Hence, the conclusion that emerges from this experience is that learners with obstacles 

and difficulties to learning are in special need of face-to-face classes and, unfortunately, none of 

the online solutions is capable of replacing immediate human contact and interaction. It seems 

especially applicable in the context of the acquisition of new skills, such as IT skills, language 

competence, critical thinking, etc., which constitute the core of 21st century skills. Perhaps that 

would not have become so evident if it had not been for the pandemic. 

Conclusion 

Summing up, teachers and educators working with adult learners and especially those with 

obstacles to learning should consider the following:  
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- lessons should be planned considering the target study group and the goals set by the 

learners themselves; a different approach to learning and different learning needs will be 

displayed by elderly learners who study for practical and social purposes (e.g. being 

independent, travelling freely around the world, communicating with family abroad) and 

by excluded adult learners, e.g. the unemployed, who seek to change their situation and 

will be more focused on gaining skills valuable on the labour market; 

- when implementing the course in a blended learning format, a teacher should choose an 

online environment that his/her learners are already familiar with. If an institution does not 

hold its own platform, a separate class should be conducted on learning and 

understanding the platform;  

- in the case of learners with barriers to learning, a teacher or educator should spend more 

time on the platform to ensure that learners are not discouraged from learning due to the 

fact that they are confused or lack IT skills to use the platform freely; 

- learners with barriers to learning require more face-to-face classes and human contact 

than other adult learners.  

The courses designed in the project Languages and Cultures for All allow significant flexibility to 

both educators and learners; while they are prepared as a story, each sub-module can be done 

separately and it is not necessary to do every single module. An educator can choose sub-

modules depending on the needs of his/her learners and their interests. There is no need to 

complete a given sub-module during one class; the sub-modules can be divided in such a way as 

to keep learners interested and occupied without tiring them. Finally, in each sub-module, there 

are tasks corresponding to all four learning styles, ensuring that all learners will find them 

engaging and useful. 

Limitations 

More detailed analysis and complete data will be available in a full report from the project and a 

peer-reviewed article written by the project partners, which is one of the declared outcomes of the 

project. The conclusions available here are only preliminary results and should be treated as 

such. In most cases, further explorations are necessary. 
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