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ABSTRACT

Purpose

Andragogy and self-directed learning (SDL) have long been touted as pillars of adult learning theory, but
much of the existing SDL research has been predicated on adult learner assumptions that have gone
largely untested. This research developed a model based on adult learning and training literature to
assess the outcomes of adults’ preference for SDL. The model was tested on a sample of 277 adults
participating in job-related training through a continuing education program at a university in the southern
United States. It was hypothesized that self-directed learning preference (SDLP) would positively
influence motivation to improve work through training (MTIWL) and training utility (TU) based on the
expectancy theory premise that more learner control would be beneficial for learner motivation and
perceived training utility. Additionally, the extent to which andragogical principles were present in course
designs was proposed to moderate the relationship between SDLP and MTIWL, and SDLP and TU.
Person-environment fit theory suggested that persons would be more motivated to use their training at
work and perceive it as more useful if there were congruence between their SDLP and the andragogical
design (AD) of a course (i.e., low SDLP and low AD versus high SDLP and high AD). The study model
was tested using structural equation modeling and partially supported the hypothesized relationships.
SDLP was shown to be a significant predictor of MTIWL but was not shown to be a predictor of TU. AD
exhibited weak to moderate main effects on TU and MTIWL and significantly moderated the relationship
between SDLP and TU but not SDLP and MTIWL. Implications of the study and avenues for future
research are discussed.

Keywords: Self-Directed Learning; Andragogy; Training Utility; Motivation to Improve Work Through
Learning; Human Resource Development

1. INTRODUCTION

Andragogy emerged as a dominant method for the instruction of adult learners in the United States in the
late 1960s due primarily to the efforts of Malcolm Knowles, who defined it as the “art and science of
helping adults learn” (Knowles, 1980, p. 43). Knowles’ andragogy proposed several assumptions about
adult learners, such as their independent self-concept, a reservoir of life experiences, learning needs
related to life roles, and internal motivation to learn. These assumptions spawned a series of
recommendations for designing adult learning experiences to provide learners greater control over
learning tasks. The assumptions and recommendations have been widely adopted in practice but under-
investigated in the adult learning research. Anecdotal and descriptive studies of andragogy have
dominated the research (Holton, Wilson, & Bates, 2009). Although empirical studies have occurred in
ebbs and flows over the past half-century, the accumulated evidence has not conclusively demonstrated
the validity of Knowles’ assumptions and instruction guidelines. This challenge is due in part to difficulties
operationalizing andragogy, varied conceptual interpretations of andragogy, and the use of non-adult
samples (Rachal, 2002).

According to Knowles (1980), adults desire control over their lives and their learning - they desire self-

direction. Self-directed learning (SDL) provides those opportunities for learners to take control of various
elements of their learning experience (Reeves, 1993). SDL is described as a process that gives learners
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