
 

What Adult Learners Need from a Course 

Adult learners want to know, “What’s in it for me?” After paying the tuition, buying the 

materials, attending class, and doing the work, will they be better qualified, more capable, or 

more competitive on the job? 

That is a fair question. Many adults return to school to qualify for a new position, improve their 

performance, earn a promotion, or remain employable in a changing workplace. A course 

designed for adults should therefore meet several criteria. 

1. A Clear, Practical Purpose 

The course should explain what it teaches and why those skills matter. Adults are more willing to 

invest their limited time and energy when they understand how the material relates to a 

workplace responsibility, career opportunity, or personal goal. A database course, for example, 

should promise more than an introduction to software. It should explain that students will learn 

to organize information, locate records, and produce useful business reports. 

2. Honest, Achievable Outcomes 

Objectives should describe results that can reasonably be achieved within the available time. 

They should not promise employment, advancement, or expertise that the course cannot 

guarantee. Realistic objectives help adults decide whether a course matches their experience and 

goals. An introductory course should identify itself as introductory so that experienced students 

can choose a more advanced option. 

 



3. Specific, Measurable Skills 

Vague promises such as “become familiar with databases” tell students very little. Objectives 

should describe actions learners can demonstrate. By the end of an introductory database course, 

for example, students might be expected to enter and edit information, locate records, perform 

basic queries, and produce a business report. 

Measurable objectives give adults concrete abilities they can describe to an employer. “I can 

retrieve information and produce a database report” is more meaningful than “I took a computer 

course.” 

4. Relevance to Work and Life 

Examples, exercises, and assignments should resemble situations learners are likely to encounter 

outside the classroom. Adults often learn more readily when new information connects to an 

immediate problem or recognizable responsibility. Practical relevance also helps them transfer 

classroom learning to the workplace. 

5. Respect for Experience 

Adult students bring professional knowledge, personal experience, and established problem-

solving habits into the classroom. A well-designed course gives them opportunities to connect 

that experience with new information. Recognizing what learners already know makes new 

concepts easier to understand while treating adults as participants in the learning process—not 

empty containers waiting to be filled. 

6. Alignment between Promises and Instruction 

Every important objective should be supported by instruction, practice, and assessment. If 

students are expected to produce a business report, the instructor must teach report creation, 

provide opportunities to practice it, and require students to demonstrate the skill. 

This alignment ensures that students’ work leads toward the outcomes they were promised. 

Adults balancing school with jobs and families deserve to know that each major assignment 

serves a useful purpose. 

7. Useful Feedback and Support 

Students should receive timely, constructive feedback explaining what they have done well and 

what they need to improve. Adults need to monitor their progress and correct problems before 

those problems become discouraging. Providing support does not reduce independence; it helps 

learners become more capable and self-directed. 

The Bottom Line 



Adult learners should be able to examine a course and answer five questions: 

1 What will I learn? 

2 What will I be able to do? 

3 How will the instruction help me develop that ability? 

4 How will I demonstrate what I have learned? 

5 How will this knowledge improve my work or my life? 

When a course answers those questions clearly, its objectives become more than promises in a 

syllabus. Adults know what they are working toward, instructors know what they must deliver, 

and employers can better understand what the completed course represents. 

That produces more capable learners—and, yes, happier customers. 

 


