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A silent revolution has happened in American Higher Education.  In 1970, 20 percent of the students in American higher education were adult students (23 years old and up).  Today, slightly 50 percent of the students in American higher education are adults.  In this century, the majority of the returning students in American higher education will be adult students.  Hence, the adult student is the neotraditional student in American higher education.

Due to these new demographics, more and more adult students are appearing in the classrooms and, while the basic skills that make a good professor for 18-year-olds are the same as for the 35-year-olds, some differences in classroom approach are needed and can be helpful for adult students.  If a professor is to achieve the success he/she desires, he/she needs to focus on this change in student’s ages.

Dr. Malcolm Knowles, one of the leaders of adult learning/psychology theory in the United States, has made the following points, along with some of my own, related to the classroom environment and the adult student.  Each point can make the classroom a better “learning environment” for adult students.  I think some of the following points need to presented more in classroom teaching practices.

1. A climate of openness and respect in the classroom is helpful in identifying what the adult learner wants and needs to know.

2. Adults always enjoy planning and carrying out their own learning experiences.  Due to age, experience, etc., adult students want to, and many times can, contribute more to the learning classroom experience than an 18-year-old student.

3. Adults need to be involved in evaluating their own progress toward self-chosen learning goals.

4. There needs to be less use made of transmittal teaching techniques, “lectures,” and more experiential techniques (e.g., small and large group work).

5. Discovery learning is a key to developing adults as self directed learners.  If a professor rejects an adult student’s experiences or comments in a classroom, the professor rejects that adult student.  In addition, an adult student will verbalize and defend his/her perspective (e.g., don’t expect to lecture on events of the ‘60s to a 50-year-old student without receiving some comments) more than an 18-22 year old.

6. Adult readiness to learn and teachable moments peak at those points where learning opportunities coordinate with the right conditions for the adult students need to know.  Adult student activities in the classroom need to be more problem centered, rather than theoretically centered.  Practical/applied knowledge is very important.
7. Adults prefer collaborative learning classroom.
8. Adults are more self directed learners than traditional age students.

9. Does the class have a strong current knowledge base and provide useful, practical and accurate knowledge/information?
10. Adult students appreciate the opportunity to apply their learning, both in the classroom and outside the classroom more than 18-22 year old students.

11. Adult students are very appreciative and respectful of their professors and are highly motivated students.

12. Adult students are very appreciative of an education, as many of them are making major sacrifices to gain an education.

13. If an adult student asks a question or makes a comment, he/she is not challenging the authority of the professor but is merely wanting to express him/herself and make a contribution.

14. The 18-22 year old student is becoming accustomed to adult learning teaching. 
Conclusion
Adult students are the neotraditional student in higher education.  As we are in a lifelong learning technology-based society, more and more adults will need higher education.  A large and growing market of students is becoming available to higher education institutions, if higher education institutions will respond in a positive manner to meet the adult student’s learning/educational needs.  

