RESPONDING TCQ THE NEEDS OF LIFELONG LEARNERS

K. Patricia Cross

Harvard Graduate School of Education

Those of you spend your professional lives in adult education
may find all of the reéent hoopla about lifelong learniﬁg either
'amusing or encouraging, depending on how you feel about people
discovering things that you have known all along. To read some of
the literature these days, it appears that lifelong learning now
outranks motherhood, apple pie, and the flag as a universal good
in American life. Motherhood and the flag are criticized for being
too narrow, and apple pie, alas, is too broadening. But the concept
of lifelong learning seems to be a universally accepted virtue.

An earlier notion that education is for the young has given way to
the concept that learning is lifelong and that it is good for
everyone.

There are a number of reasons for the new visibility of lifélong
learning in the United States and throughout the world. One of the
least important reasons from an idealistic perspective but perhaps

one of the most important practically and politically, is the simple
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demographic fact that we are becoming a nation of adults. As
recently as 1970, the United States was basically a "youth culture,"
with people under the age of 29 constituting a majority (52 percent)
of the population; by the year 2000, the United States will become
an "adult culture,"” with those over 30 years of age constituting

57 percent of the population (Rureau of the Census, 1977).

The entrepreneurs of business are obviously aware of these
changes in the marketplace. The makers of Johnson's Baby Shampoo,
for example, are advertising their product for the personal use
of 30-year-old football players; and Levi Strauss is promoting
"fuller cut" blue jeans for the more mature figure. Educational
entrepreneurs are not far behind. Some are using the baby shampoo
approach, trying to convince adults that educational programs
designed for 18 year-olds are equally good for 30-80 year-olds,
while others are moving to the Levi Strauss approach and rede-
signing educational programs for the mature learner.

The enthusiasm for lifelong learning, however, goes beyond
demographics to reflect changing needs and changing lifestyles.
Almost certainly knowledge is power on the new frontier of the
Learning Society -- for individuals, organizations, and society as
a whole. It is inconceivable that education will be less important
tomorrow than it is today. From the ancient occupations of agri-
culture and fishing to the futuristic "high tech" occupations,

workers will need to be better educated than ever before. Moreover,



the continued expansion of education to previously unserved

segments of the population is inevitable. Everyone is going to

need more education -- women as well as men, minorities as well

as majorities, o0ld as well as young, rural as well as urban or
suburban, poor as well as rich, handicapped as well as able-bodied,
hard-to;teach as well as easy-to-teach. And education is in-
creasingly important because there are simply more things to learn --
appreciations to enrich life, knowledge to enhance personal growth,
and skills to improve performance.

More education for more people for more years of their lives
would seem to make education a growth industry. The literature
and gloomy proénostications of formal education notwithstanding,
education in the broad meaning of that term is of growing impor-
tance in the society. We have all heard it said that the railroads
failed, not because there was no longer a need for their services --
indeed the need for transportation was growing at the time -- but
because the tunnel vision of the railroad operators concentrated
on running the railrocads instead of exploring the new frontier of
the transportation industry.

Many educators within the formal educational establishment
today are so consumed with managing their institutions that they
are in danger of giving more attention to running the college than
to exploring the new frontier of the Learning Society. Those of

you who work on the frontier of bringing education and learning to



adults may not feel like pioneers anymore, bqt to a world that
has become dependent on adult education to accomplish its work,
you are on the cutting edge of major change in the role of educa-
tion in the society.

If we looked to the broad future of education in the society
rather than to the narrow future of any particular brand of education,
what would we see?

First, we would see a greatly increased need for learning, for
more people and for more years of their lives. Second, we would
see a wider range of offerings and an explosive increase in the
number of organizations providing education. When most of society's
people and many of society's organizations are heavily involved
in learning and teaching, the Learning Society has arrived.

The need for education on the part of both individuals and
society is escalating as fast as thevworld changes -~ and that is
at a heady pace these days. Margaret Mead once remarked that the
world in which we were born is not the world in which we live nor
is that the world in which we will die. I was born into a world
without television, mass air travel, credit cards, frozen foods,
or computers. My parents were born into a world without automobiles,
radios, or refrigerators. That is a lot of change in a short span
of time, but change has a way of escalating so that each new
generation is coping with a faster rate of change than the preceeding

generation.



The transportation industry serves as good example. For
thousands of years, people transported themselves and their worldly
goods by walking from place to place. With the taming of the
horse, the distance travelled and the loads transported became a
different order of magnitude. With the invention of trains and
cars, another quantum leap occurred. Then airplanes increased the
speed of travel, not jﬁst from 20 to 80 miles per hour, as improve-
ments in the car had done, but from 80 to 800 miles per hour. Now
Voyager II is moving through space not just ten times faster than
airplanes but at the rate of 54,000 miles per hour. Once the
guantum leap occurs, a whole new industry is on the scene. No
amount of careful breeding, attention to diet, or training can
make the greatest horse even approach in efficiency the "transpor-
tation work" done by the most mediocre truck. Thus anyone in the
transportation business must learn an entirely new set of skills
and knowledge whenever a gquantum leap in technology wipes out one
industry and creates another, often within the timespan of a single
generation.

Quantum leaps in knowledge are occurring with considerable
regularity across a wide variety of fields. Change is so rapid
in medicine, for example, that obsolescence is measured by the
"half-life." The half-life in medicine is about five years, meaning

that within five years of receiving the medical degree, half of all



a doctor's information and training is obsolete.

There is widespread agreement now that we are facing a major
revolution in society. It has been called The Third Wave, the
Information Society, and the Technological Revolution. But whatever
its nomenclature, the direction seems clear. The technological
revolution with its rapid developments in communications and com-
puter technology is replacing the industrial society with its
emphasis on standardization and mass production. In fact, the
revolution in technology is now so visible that the only debate
left is whether we are in transition to radically changed lifestyles
or whether we have already arrived in the new world. Alvin Toffler

(1981), author of The Third Wave, contends that some of the dis-

tressing changes we see around us -- the collapse of the nuclear
family, the ineffectiveness of political representation, the crisis
in the schools -- are evidence that the underlying structures that
held the industrial society together are coming to an end and that
new structures are rising to take their place. John Naisbitt,

however, author of Megatrends (1982) believes that, "Although

we continue to think we live in an industrial society, we have in
fact changed to an economy based on the creation and distribution

of information." In 1950, only 17 percent of the jobs in America
involved the processing of information; today more than 60 percent
of all workers are creating, processing, or distributing information.

Of the 19 million new jobs created in the 1970s, almost 90 percent



were information, knowledge, or service jobs; only 11 percent
were in the goods producing sector.

Futurists such as Naisbitt and Toffler can beguile us with
their rhetoric and statistics, but far more conservative voices
are now being raised in support of the need for fundamental change
in education to meet the needs of a society with its economy, jobs,
and lifestyles based in the technological revolution. A critically
important report just issued by the Office of Technology Assessment
"of the United States Congress concluded that "The so-called infor-
mation revolutién, driven by rapid advances in communications and
computer technology, is profoundly affecting American education.

It is changing the nature of what needs to be learned, who needs
to learn it, who will provide it, and how it will be provided and
paid for" (0TA, 1982, p.III).

As dramatic as the knowledge explosion is, the lifelong
learning movement is more than a frantic race between education
and technology. Changing values are calling for less emphasis
on material possessions and more on self-realization and the im-
provement of the guality of life. Although work-related education
is still the most popular form of continuing education,‘enrollments
in courses for personal growth and social and recreational activities
are growing very rapidly.

Another sign of the times in the Learning Society is seen in
changing lifestyles. It looks as though American society is moving
away from the "linear lifeplan" in which education is for the young,
work for the middle-~aged, and{enforced leisure for the elderly,

toward a blended lifeplan in which education, work, and leisure go



on concurrently throughout life. So far in history, there has

been a pronounced tendency to increase the separation between
education, work, and leisure by keeping young people in school

and off the labor market and by forcing older persons into ever
earlier retirement (Best and Stern, 1976). There seems to be a
growing dissatisfaction now, however, on the part of almost every-
one, with this formula for protecting jobs for the middle years

of life. Sociologistslare observing a rise of what has been

called "rights consciousness" or the"psychology of entitlement."
Part of the unemployment problem today can be attributed to the
fact that almost everyone feels entitled to a job. At the

same time, almost everyone feels entitled to education and to

full enjoyment of their leisure hours. O0lder people have insisted
upon their right through a rollback of mandatory retirement. Young
people are showing increasing dissatisfaction with long years of
uninterrupted schooling, especially when there is no guarantee of
the well~paid and meaningful job to which they feel entitled at

the other end of the education pipeline. Young people who used

to spend a brief interval of their lives in full-time study on a
college campus are increasingly likely to think about a lifetime of
part-time learning. As recently as 1970, most college students
were full-time students; by 1985, the majority of college students
will be part~time students, combining their education with their
jobs, families, and leisure. Already, more than a third of all

college students are over the age of 25. Adult educators, of course,
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on concurrently throughout life. So far in history, there has

been a pronounced tendency to increase the separation between educa-
tion, work, and leisure by keeping young people in school and off

the labor market and by forcing older persons into ever earlier
returement (Best and Stern, 1976). There seems to be a growing
dissatisfaction now, however, on the part of almost everyone, with
this formula for protecting jobs for the middle years of life.
Sociologists are observiﬂg a rise of what has been called "rights
consciousness" or the "psychology of entitlement." Part of the
unemployment problem today can be attributed to the fact that almost
everyone feels entitled to a job. At the same time, almost everyone
feels entitled to education and to full enjoyment of their leisure
hours. Older people have insisted upon their right to work if they
want to and Congress has responded through a rollback of mandatory
retirement. Young people are showing increasing dissatisfaction
with long years of uninterrupted schooling, especially when there

is no guarantee of the well-paid and meaningful job to which they
feel entitled at the other end of the education pipeline. Young
people who used to spend a brief interval of their lives in full-time
study on a college campus are increasingly likely to think about a
lifetime of part-time learning. As recently as 1970, most college
students were full-time students; before the end of the decade, the
majority of college students will be part-time students, combining their
education with their jobs, families, and leisure. Already, more than a _

third of all college students are over 25. Adult educators, of course,



have always done their teaching in the atmosphere of the blended
lifeplan. Your philosophy and mission involves blending study,
work, and personal growth as closely as you can. Now educators

- across the broad spectrum of educational providers are moving to
blend education into the everyday lives of people.

Educators, however, appear to be following rather than leading
the evolution toward a blended lifeplan. Research is turning up
evidence of a great deai of independent learning that goes on every
day without the'help of educators. 2llen Tough (1978), thé innova-=
tive Canadian researcher who has recently popularized the concept
of the self-directed learner, found an impressive amount of self-
planned learning taking place completely outside of organized
learning programs. Whereas American researchers have typically
counted as adult learners those participating in "organized in-
struction" of some type, the Canadian researchers included in
their definition of learning all activities that could be said to
be "highly deliberate" efforts to learn. They counted learners,
not by courses taken, but by learning projects completed. A
learning project was defined as a series of related episodes
adding up to at least seven hours in which the primary intention
of the person was to gain and retain certain definite knowledge
and skills. Synthesizing findings across a number of interview
studies, we can conclude that roughly 90 percent of the adult
population conduct at least one :learning project each year and
that the typical adult conducts five learning projects per year,

spending about 100 hours on each project (Tough, 1977).
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That adds up to about 500 hours per year or ten hours per week.

Given our national image, I was really curious to know what
all these so-called average people were doing for ten hours per
week that could be called highly deliberate efforts to learn.
Some examples of self-directed projects from the Toronto inter-
views are these (Tough, 1968):

® A 60 year-old woman learned French in
anticipation of her wvisit to Paris.

® A teacher set out to improve reading speed
.and comprehension so that he could read more
material.

® A man learned how to train his dog to be a
good retriever for hunting and to be obedient
in the car.

All of ﬁs are constantly exposed these days to tempting
learning projects. How-to-do-it paperbacks, ranging from gourmet
cooking to stockmarket investments, are experiencing record sales,
and television programs ranging from "Shakespeare" to "the Back-
yard Gardener"are attracting enthusiastic followers nationwide.

Far from fitting our popular stereotype as a nation of twelve year-
0ld minds unable to comprehend any task more complicated than "Name
that Tune" or to sustain interest in anything less gripping than

the latest misadventures of a soap heroine, we are pictured in the
new research as a society of serious and rather persistent learners.

The research on self-directed learning, however, has also
turned up evidence that most people would welcome more help with
their learning projects. The fuel for the Learning Society of the

1980's is the mutual desire of learners and providers to widen

the variety of organized learning opportunities. Who are the
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adult learners who are signing up for classes, workshops, short
courses, tennis lessons, and other forms of organized instruction?
With all of the research surveys of the past decade, we do not
lack descriptive data. In the 1970's, most states conducted
needs assessments to aid in planning and coordinating education
programs in the state. 1In synthésizing data across these studies
(Cross and Zusman, 1978; Cross, 1981), I found that patterns of
participation and intefest were remarkably similar from state
to state. Thatwsimilarity makes it possible to present a national
profile of the characteristics and educational interests of adult
learners. A profile, of course, is a statistical average which
ignores the tremendous diversity of the adult population, and it
doesn't purport to describe any real person who ventures into a
workshop or classroom. Nevertheless, the statistical summaries
do serve to put together, as our individual experiences cannot, a
generalized picture of a typical adult learner. The typical learner
I am about to describe is the person who engages in the type of
organized instruction that is ordinarily represented in adult educa-
tion activities such as workshops, seminars, short courses, or
classes.

Using this definition for organized learning, a national
survey (Carp, Peterson, and Roelfs, 1974) found that approximately
30 percent of the adult population can be classified as active
learners, and another 46 percent can be called would-be learners,i.e.,
those who are not currently participating in instructional activity
but who express an interest in doing so. About 23 percent of adults

in the United States say they are not interested in further learning.
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Unfortunately, those expressing the least interest are predominently
older, have little formal education, and few of the comforts of
life. 1I'll return to the problem of non-participants in a moment,
but first, let us talk about what the research says about the
interests of learners and would-be learners.

Fifteen years ago, the classic study of adult learning concluded
that, "the major emphasis in adult learning is on the practical
rather than the academic ; on the applied rather than the theoretical;
and on skills rather than on knowledge or infiormation: (Johnstone
and Rivera, 1965, p.3). ©Nothing in the myriad of surveys since has
changed that general conclusion. Adults are by and large pragmatic
learners, more interested in learning how to do something than in
how to think about it. Learning that is relevant to jobs is far
and away the most popular type of learning, with almost half of
all adult learners engaged in in. Consistent with their pragmatic
orientation, adults are willing to pay more for career-relevant
education than for education that might enhance the gquality of
life through adding to appreciations or understanding.

There is every reason to think that career-related adult edu-
cation will continue to grow. Employers are probably the fastest
growing source of adult education. For most corporations, educa-
tion has become a huge and expensive arm of human resource develop-
ment. On any given workday, AT&T has 30,000 employees engaged in a
half-day or more of instruction at a total cost, including employee
salaries, of 6.8 million dollars per day. It is estimated that

industry spends more on education and training than the total



13

appropriations for postsecondary education in all fifty states
(Lynton, 1981). Professional associations too are becoming the
builders of vast educational networks. The American Management
Association, with an annual education budget of 50 million dollars,
uses 7,500 lecturers and discussion leaders to conduct 2,000 formal
education programs each year. The American Institute of Certified
Pulbic Accountants offers extensive professional education programs,
consisting of individuél study and regional workshops, that rival
the degree-granting monopoly of higher education because licensing
boards that determine who is licensed to practice accounting,
recognize AICPA education as appropriate to professional practice.
Indeed, the tendency of state licensing boards to regquire continuing
education for accountants, optometrists, nursing home»administrators,
doctors, lawyers, and a host of other professionals who serve the
public, is a significant factor in the rise of non-credit adult
education.

What people want to learn influences how they want it taught.
Most people would prefer to learn how to fix a car by actually work-
ing on one. If the learning is in history, however, then classes
and reading seem more appropriate. Thus the diversity in preferred
instructional methods equals the diversity of subject matter
interests. Generally speaking, however, most people seem to like
teaching methods that are familiar to them. Traditional lectures
and classes, for example, lead any other single method in the pre-
ference polls, but actually three-fourths of the potential learners
would prefer something other than the traditional class lecture.

On-the-job-training and internships are popular, as are institutes
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and workshops, and the demand for these more active forms of learn-
ing appears to be greater than the present supply. While media
instruction such as radio, television, and audio or video cassettes
are not rated very attractive by most survey respondents, I would
not underestimate the potential impact of these new delivery systems
on the Learning Society. Their chief handicaps at present are lack
of opportunity for human interaction. But these handicaps must be
weighed against the ad&antages of tremendous convenience and the
potential for gxceptionally high quality instruction. Furthermore,
it now looks as though computers will have a profound effect on
both the methods and content of all kinds of education, from grade
school thru adult education. Although some teachers are anxious
about the effect of the new technologies on their jobs and on
educational services, I think it highly unlikely that computers

and television will ever replace human teachers and counselors.

As a matter of fact, all indications are that the new tech-
nologies, including educational television, will stimulate rather
than satiate adult learning. One of the clearest and most consis-
tently reported findings of the research on adult learning is that
the desire for learning is addictive and apparently insatiable.
Being introduced to something or knowing a little about it usually
stimulates the desire to know more. In that simple fact of life
lies one of the greatest problems for the Learning Sociéty. It
is quite clear now that the people taking the greatest advantage
of the new educational opportunities are those who are already
among the best educated adults in the nation. A college graduate

is seven times as likely to be participating in some form of
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organized learning as a'high school dropout, and the gap between
the well-educated and the poorly educated is widening rather than
narrowing as the Learning Society picks up speed. The almost
certain result is that as opportunities grow, so will the gap
between the educational "“haves" and "have-nots". The situation
is far easier to understand than to remedy. Almost everything the
college graduate does adds to the probability of further education,
while almost everything the high school dropout does militates
against it. The college graduate fregquently enters an embloyee
training progrém, works for a company or in an occupaﬁion that
is likely not only to support but to require further education.
College graduates typically belong to social and professional groups
that discuss educational opportunities; spouses and friends are
supportive and admiring of educational accomplishment. And finally,
those who continued in school long enough to graduate from college
were usually happy and successful in school and are familiar with
the procedures and people that inhabit educational institutions.

The situation is exactly the reverse for the poorly educated.
They enter low-paying jobs with few educational regquirements and
no educational benefits. They consort with friends and family who
know little about education and may even be hostile to it; they lack
the information networks to know about opportunities and the skills
to take advantage of them. They are on the downward spiral with
respect to education, and they become the hard-core undereducated,
taking up lifestyles and values that spawn new generations of

undereducated.
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Many forms of adult education in which you are involved
constitute a critical link in the extension of education to under-
served populations. There is very little chance, for example,
that adults with low levels of educational attainment would be
participating in the Learning Society without the intervention of
educators who provide "low-threat" learning opportunities. There
is good reason to think that there is a hierarchy of threat in
educational opportunity and that adults will enter the Learning
Society at the threat level that is tolerable for them (See Cross,
1981, Chapter é). Among the most threatening of all educational
opportunities is the traditional college classroom. The adult
learner enters into the competition out of practice, unsure of
her own skills, probably overestimating the skills of traditional
college students, and often unfamiliar with the environments and
practices of academe. Less threatening is non-credit adult educa-
.tion. There is some public commitment in joining a learning
group, but no assessment in the form of tests or grades is involved.
The learner retains considerable control over the level of perfor-
mance, and the atmosphere is colleagial rather than competitive.
Less threatening still is the televised course that can be received
at home. We know from research, for example, that adults who build
self-confidence as learners by taking a television course at home
are likely to venture out to try other forms of education as their
interest and confidence grow. Similarly, adults who participate
in community and employer sponsored education may discover interests

and abilities that carry them into other learning opportunities.
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If the Learning Society is to serve all adults, we need to
nuture a varied system of entrances into educational opportunities.
The services offered by employers, community agencies, and other
providers of non-credit education give adults who have been out
of school for some years the support, self-confidence, and skills
that they need to participate fully in the Learning Society.

Unfortunately, for many poorly educated people, adult educa-
tion has the task of undoing some of the attitudes built up by
the competitiveness of the formal school system. Learning, when
it is graded oﬁ the bell-shaped curve, always leaves 50 percent of
the class classified by the teacher as "below average" learners.
It is those below average learners who drop out of school early,
thereby compounding their problem of low skills and poor attitudes
about themselves as learners. To reexpose these students when
they become adults to non-threatening, satisfying forms of educa-
tion is a high priority task to which all educators should give
serious attention.

In closing, let me observe that most people talk about the
Learning Society as though it lay somewhere off in the distant
future. But when studies indicate that 90 percent of the non-
school population are spending up to ten hours per week on self-
planned learning projects, 30 percent are attending classes or
otherwise receiving instruction, and an additional 46 percent are
interested in further learning, it appears that we have sufficient
evidence to proclaim the arrival of the Learning Society. One
of the purposes of groups such as yours here in the greater

Cleveland area is to make sure that the Learning Society is as good

as it can be for as many learners as possible.
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