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Ed.D. Program  
Graduate School of Education 

Rutgers University, NJ 

Learning and Learners II 

A focus on adult learners 

15:255:607:01  Spring 2012 Syllabus 

Course Information 

Instructor Information 

Instructor: Alisa Belzer 
Office: Graduation School of Education, Room 214 
Class Location:  GSE, Room 30 

Office Hours: Wednesdays and by appointment 

Office Telephone: (732) 932-7496 ext. 8234 
E-mail:  belzera@rci.rutgers.edu 

Course Description 

This course has the overall goal of helping you think about leading change as an adult 
learning endeavor and giving you knowledge and tools for facilitating that learning for 
adults.  It will do so through two means:  by immersing you in theories, concepts and 
practices of adult development, adult learning and adult education, and by focusing on 
one specific format for learning:  interactive training. 
 
The task of participating in significant change efforts at the individual or organizational 
level is fundamentally a learning task.  This means that participants in school reform and 
improvement initiatives and professional development efforts are adult learners.  Those 
who support, guide and facilitate this process, therefore, are adult educators.  Yet, 
educational leaders/change agents may lack knowledge of adult education theories and 
probably mostly think of themselves as teachers of younger learners, building 
administrators, or something else, but probably not adult educators.  Therefore, this 
course is designed to give participants a deeper theoretical and practical knowledge of 
adult development, learning, and change theories as well as experiences with adult 
educational practices and approaches that can be applied to leading change and 
improvement efforts.  It is designed to marry theory and practice in such a way that you 
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can analyze adult learning activities in terms of their theoretical applications and use 
theory to help you design adult learning activities that are theoretically sound.   
 
Most research on teacher learning/change argues that the process is most effective when 
implemented over time in professional learning communities focused specifically on 
improving student outcomes through research-based interventions.  This approach is 
introduced in the course Models of Professional Development (15:267:604).  There are 
also times when more of a training approach is called for to help professionals gain 
specific and focused information for immediate use.  This is best learned through 
interactive training strategies consistent with adult learning theories, and in this class you 
will gain skills and knowledge about how to facilitate this process. 
 
The field of adult education has, in some ways, been shaped by efforts to understand and 
address the ways in which adult learners are different from younger learners.  Theoretical 
and empirical work in the field addresses questions such as: 
• What is learning in adulthood? 
• How does the adult condition shape how and what adults learn? 
• In what ways is adult learning different from childhood learning? 
• How do contextual issues (at the programmatic and societal levels) influence learning 

for adults? 
• In what ways should concepts of adulthood and learning shape teaching? 
• What are the obstacles and barriers to learning in adulthood? 
 
The course will address these questions and will have three major topics that can inform 
the facilitation of adult learning and change: adult development, major adult learning 
theories, and how to understand and address resistance to learning in adulthood.  
Participants will also learn about interactive training design in relation to these theories 
and ideas. 
 
The course is highly experiential.  As we are all adult learners, we will have constant 
incidental and created opportunities to reflect on and learn from adult learning 
experiences of our own and others as they unfold in the course.  We have a unique 
opportunity in this course to integrate our own personal experiences with those who have 
written about adulthood and learning, as learners, researchers, and practitioners.  The 
course will traverse the realms of formal research and theory and personal experience 
(yours and other’s).  In this way, I hope that you will be able to use this course to reflect 
on, critique, and/or affirm the theoretical literature on adulthood and learning and think 
about its implications for your practice as educational change leaders. 
 
Upon completion of this course participants will have a greater understanding of how 
adult learning differs from youth learning and how this matters to the facilitation of 
change and development efforts.  Additionally, participants will have specific 
understanding of teaching strategies and techniques that are specifically suited to adult 
learners. 
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Textbook & Course Materials 

Required Text 

• Brookfield, S. D. (1991).  Understanding and facilitating adult learning.  San 
Francisco:  Jossey-Bass 

• Silberman, M. & Auerbach, C. (2006).  Active training:  A handbook of techniques, 
designs, case examples, and tips (3rd Edition).  San Francisco:  Pfeiffer. 

Other Readings 

• Required book chapters and articles will be available on the course website 

 

Sakai Access 

This course will be delivered partially online through Sakai.  Online 
discussions and chats will take place there.  Please watch course 
announcements for further details. 

Course Assignments 

1.  Course readings and preparation for class discussion 
 
Complete all reading assignments. Participate, according to the week by week schedule, in on-
line and face-to-face discussions.   
 
You are expected to write one comment (something that stands out as particularly interesting, 
provocative, similar or different from your own thinking or experiences, etc.) and one question 
(something you didn’t understand, would like to discuss more, would like to take issue with, etc.) 
based on the week’s readings.  The comment and the question need not be related.  These may be 
discussed in small groups at the beginning of each class or online and should be posted in your 
group’s discussion site beforehand (by Tuesday??) so people may have a chance to read them in 
advance. 
 
Additional assignments related to the readings will be made for online class meetings.  These 
will be announced and posted on Sakai. 
 
2.  Training description, analysis, and reflection 
 
Describe a training (a one time or very bounded experience designed to teach you how to do 
something very specific) you have given or in which you have participated.  Include purpose, 
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context, audience, objectives, and a brief description of the content format.  Then 
analyze/critique this experience in terms of at least 3 adult learning, adult development, or 
general learning theories covered in the readings and discussed in class (a list of relevant theories 
will be provided or generated in class).  You could address such questions as: in what ways did it 
enact/fail to enact established x, y, or z adult learning theory/adult education practices?  How 
could this training have been made more interactive?  More adult?  More effective?  Page length:  
5-7 pages.  Due date:  Week 8 March 7th, 2012. 
 
3. Training workshop 
 
Working in teams of 2-3, you will have 30-35 minutes of class time to conduct a training session 
with the rest of the class acting as your trainees.  The training can be a segment of the training 
you will design for your final project, or can be a “stand alone.”  You should draw on the texts 
for this course to guide your planning and implementation.  You may train us on any topic, using 
any materials, you choose.  You must provide any needed materials.  Please consider using needs 
assessment, interactive training strategies, establishing training goals and objectives, and 
including some way for participants to demonstrate their learning as described by Silberman & 
Auerbach 
 
Immediately following your training segment, the class will reflect on and debrief their 
experience as adult learners.  They will submit “headlines” feedback to you. 
 
After you have presented your lesson, you will have two weeks to prepare a 3-5 page 
reflection/critique on the experience.  This reflection should include information about your 
process of preparing for the lesson (e.g., choices and decisions you made, issues related to 
collaboration), and should incorporate classmate feedback, your perceptions of how the lesson 
went (strengths and challenges), what your learned from the experience (and might do differently 
next time), and your thoughts on the experience in retrospect.  Due no more than 2 Weeks after 
your training. 

4.  Analysis of adult learning experiences:  Interview study 

Conduct two interviews with adults about significant adult learning experiences they have had.  Specific 
topics and interview questions will be developed in small groups.  The interview should focus on 
understanding the participants’ experiences with adult learning and should get at understanding what 
motivated learning, helped and hindered learning/change, what the nature of learning was, etc.  Begin 
with an introduction outlining the purpose and procedure for the paper as well an overview of its 
structure. Next, develop two narratives that pull together your interview data into two coherent stories 
about adult learning.  Finally, in a discussion of the narratives, compare and contrast them using adult 
learning and development theories as your points of analysis.  Note that in many ways, this assignment is 
similar to Assignment 2 and will give you another opportunity to integrate description with theory.  It is 
also an opportunity to further develop your qualitative interviewing skills (design, implementation, and 
analysis).  Due Date:  Week 11, April 4, 2012. 

 
5. Training Design 
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Option A:  Design and write a 3-4 hour training module on a topic of your choice that references 
and demonstrates understanding of appropriate adult learning theories covered this semester.  
Your training module must include the following components: 

1. Title page with title, name of agency/organization or type of audience, length of module 
(in hours), name of trainer (you!), trainer qualifications (experience/background, degree, 
etc.), suggested number of participants 

2. Background information which should include a description of training setting and 
overall purpose/need for the training and should include type of organization, location of 
training and other pertinent information, and details on trainees 

3. A brief review of literature on the topic to demonstrate your knowledge and expertise 
4. Needs assessment plan and tools 
5. Instructional goals and objectives (Please use Silberman’s definition of goals and 

objectives) 
6. Materials needed (list of handouts and other media and supplies) 
7. Instructional outline including content/sub topics addressed in each component, training 

methodology used, instructions for trainer, objectives addressed by each component, 
materials need for each component, time allotted for each component 

8. Evaluation Plan that describes the purpose of the evaluation, how the results of the 
evaluation will be used, which evaluation levels will be used and a rationale for that 
choice, methods and instruments of evaluation 

 
Option B:  Develop a long term professional development plan for your faculty, department, or 
relevant unit that references and demonstrates understanding of appropriate adult learning 
theories covered this semester.  It should cover a significant period of time (e.g., a marking 
period, school year, 5-8 meetings) and a substantive topic.  You should develop your plan with 
reference to the realities of your work place, but not feel completely limited by it.  You project 
must include the following components: 

1.  Title page with title, name of agency/organization or type of audience, length of module 
(in hours), name of trainer (you!), trainer qualifications (experience/background, degree, 
etc.), suggested number of participants 

2.  A rationale for your PD topic and why this aspect of this topic (e.g.,Why this topic?  Why 
now?  Why this approach?)  You should make reference to the research literature on the 
topic as well as a description of your context that makes a clear connection to the reason 
for selecting the topic. 

2.  An outline of sub topics, activities, and timeline for the entire unit. 
3.  Needs assessment plan and tools 
4.  One sample training activity (30-60 minutes) which would be a part of your larger plan 

and that includes instructional goals and objectives, materials needed, hand-outs and 
powerpoints, and an instructional outline which includes each component of the lesson, 
training methodology used, instructions for trainer, objectives addressed by each 
component, materials needed for each component, and time allotted for each component. 

5.  An evaluation plan that describes the purpose of the evaluation, how the results of the 
evaluation will be used, which evaluation levels will be used and a rationale for that 
choice, methods and instruments of evaluation. 
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You’ll note that the differences between the two options are that you need to flesh out a detailed 
plan for a longer training in Plan A than in Plan B, but Plan B invites you think about a more 
long term training design. 
 
Please make this assignment as useful as possible to you, whichever option you select.  Choose 
the option that you think will help you do this best.  I encourage you to do something that will tie 
in with future course work (Inquiry II, Sustaining Change, etc.) and/or your dissertation topic.  
Keep in mind that you will have other classes that will help you think about the change process 
that could perhaps help you put your dream into reality.   
 
Due Date:  Week 15, May 2nd, 2012. 

 

Academic Integrity Policy 

• All students must follow the RU Code of Student Conduct which can be accessed 
at: http://rci.rutgers.edu/%7Epolcomp/judaff/ucsc.shtml 

• For information on the academic integrity policy, please go to: 
http://www.rci.rutgers.edu.~polcomp/integrity/policy.shtml 

• A multimedia presentation on plagiarism can be found at: 
http://www.rci.rutgers.edu/~polcomp/integrity/realifeexamples.html 

Related regulations may also be found in the Rutgers Graduate School of Education 
Catalog Important Note: This syllabus, along with course assignments and due 
dates, are subject to change. It is the student’s responsibility to check Sakai for 
corrections or updates to the syllabus. Any changes will be clearly noted in course 
announcement or through Sakai email.

http://rci.rutgers.edu/~polcomp/judaff/ucsc.shtml�
http://www.rci.rutgers.edu.~polcomp/integrity/policy.shtml�
http://www.rci.rutgers.edu/~polcomp/integrity/realifeexamples.html�
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Topic Outline/Schedule & Assignments 

Class Date Topic Readings Activities/ Assignments 
1 

1/18 
 • Overview of the course 

• Introduction:  Defining adulthood 
• Training vs professional 

development 
• Creating Opening Exercises 
 
 

Silberman, Chap 3  

2 
1/25 

 

 • Adult Learners 
• Needs Assessment 
• Training Objectives 
 

Brookfield, Ch 2, Understanding 
how adults learn 

Silberman, Ch 1, Assessing 
training needs 

Queeny, What is needs 
assessment 

(Recommended:  Silberman Ch2, 
Developing Active Training 

Objectives) 

Online class 

3 
2/1 

 • Adult Development Theories 
(Levinson, Kegan, Perry, Erickson, 
WWK, etc). 

• Effective Lecture Techniques 

Merriam, Ch 12, Adult 
Development 

Taylor, et al., Appendices, 
Development Theories 

Smith, et al, Adult Development, 
Ch 4 

Silberman, Ch 4, Preparing brain-
friendly lectures 

Silberman, Ch 5, Finding 
alternative methods to 
lecturing 

Training Presentation 

4 
2/8 

 • Adult Learning Theories and 
approaches:  Andragogy 

Knowles, Ch 4, A theory of adult 
learning:  Andragogy 

Brookfield, Ch 5, Alternative 
Interpretations and 
Applications 

 

Online class 

5 
2/15 

 • Adult Learning Theories and 
approaches: Transformative 
learning 

Mezirow,  Learning to think like an 
adult 

Poutiatine, What is 
transformation? 

Merriam, S. Ch 6, 
Transformational learning 

Silberman, Ch 16, Providing for 
back-on-the-job application 

 

Training Presentation 

6 
2/22 

 • Adult learning theories and 
approaches:  Self directed learning 

Brookfield, Ch 3, Exploring self-
directedness in adult learning, 
plus pp 81-89 

Merriam, Ch 5, Self-directed 
learning 

Silberman, Ch 17, Evaluating an 
active training program 

 

Online class 
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Class Date Topic Readings Activities/ Assignments 
7 

2/29 
 • Experiential Learning 

 
Merriam, Chapter 7, Experiential 

Learning 
Silberman, Ch, 6, Using 

experiential learning 
approaches 

Training Presentation 

8 
3/7 

 • Adult Learners:  Considering 
Diversity 

 

Flannery, D. D., Changing 
Dominant Understandings of 
Adults as learners 

Guy, T. C.,  Culture as Context for 
Adult Education 

Amstutz, Adult Learning: moving 
toward more 

Training Presentation 
Training Analysis DUE 

3/14  • SPRING BREAK NO CLASS 
 
Review Patton on interviewing 

 

9 
3/21 

 • Contexts for adult learning Brookfield, Ch 10, Structuring 
programs around learners 
needs and abilities 

Lave, J. & Wenger, E., Ch 1, 
Legitimate peripheral 
participation 

Lave, J. & Wenger, E., Ch 4, LPP 
in Communities of Practice 

Training Presentation 
 

10 
3/28 

 • The adult educator Brookfield:  Ch 11, Evaluating 
learning and its facilitation 

Brookfield: Ch 12, Facilitating 
learning 

*Brookfield, Ch 11, Policital 
analysis of discussion groups 

 

Online class 

11 
4/4 

 • Reflecting on yourself as an (adult) 
educator 

*Brookfield, Ch 3, The value of 
autobiography 

Pratt, Good teaching?one size fits 
all? 

Silberman, Ch  7-9 

Training Presentation 
Interview Analysis DUE 

12 
4/11 

 • Barriers to learning Argyris, Teaching smart people 
how to learn 

*Brookfield, Ch 4.  Understanding 
the tensions and emotions of 
learning 

Training Presentation 
 

13 
4/18 

 • Resistant Learners 
• Difficult Trainees 

Daloz, The story of Gladys 
Seifert & Stacey, Ch 9-12 
 

Online class 

14 
4/25 

 • Overcoming resistance *Brookfield, Ch 11, Overcoming 
resistance 

Silberman, Ch 11-15 

Training Presentation 

15 
5/2 

 • Wrap up  Final Project DUE 
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