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Chapter V

Engaging
AdultLearners
and Fostering

Salf-Directedness

\@l!.ﬂ@ Making Connections

It is clear that educators rely on a variety of instructional methods to
change learners’ behaviors. What is less clear is how distance learning
educators can foster deeper and more meaningful learning by taking into
account a learner’s unique background, experiences, competencies,
learning styles, personality type, and levels of self-directedness. Thisisa
challenge for those educators wishing to create a learner-centered
instructional environment at a distance. How can educators avoid the
trap of “teaching to the middle,” providing materials that are too
challenging for some learners and too simple for others? How can
educatorsidentify learners’ dependency level/self-directedness?
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| ntroduction

There are many benefits of distance education enjoyed by learners and
educators. Somebenefitsaremoreobviousthan others. Anobviousbenefit,
for example, isthat |earnersthat aretimeand/or place bound can benefit by
taking coursesat timesand placesthat areconvenient for thelearner. A less
obviousbenefit may betheability of theinstructor totail or theinstructional
sequencetotakeadvantageof thelearner’ suniquecompetencies(Dooley &
Lindner, 2002; Lindner & Dooley, 2002). Consider thefollowingexample. For
aparticular coursetheinstructor hasdevel opedtwolearningtracks. Thefirst
track allows learners, who prefer more direct experiences, to complete
authenticlearningactivitiesrelatedto thecontent. Thesecondtrack allows
learners, who prefer moreabstract experiences, to read and write about the
content. By providinglearnerstheoptionto navigatethecourse, based ontheir
unigue competencies, theinstructor maximizesthepotential for learning. To
often, instruction offered at adistance doesnot takeinto account learners’
uniquecompetencies, resultinginlearnersthat are not actively engaged and
learnersthat areunnecessarily dependent ontheinstructor (Lindner, Dooley,
& Murphy, 2001). Some of theissues addressed in this chapter that affect
learning, engagement, and self-directednessincludel earner temperament and
personality, gender, attrition, learner responsibilities, rigor, satisfaction, qual -
ity, delivery strategies, and theroleof theeducator. Wewill provideabrief
overview of some of thefactorsthat impact |earning in distance education
Settings, recogni zing that much moreresearchisneededtofully understand how
tomaximizelearning at adistance.

L ear ner Characteristics
| mpacting Distance L earning

Thepossibility that distanceeducationlearners’ personality may play arolein
predicting satisfactionand achievement hasresultedinnumerousstudies. While
someresearch suggestsdifferencesinlearner satisfactionwithdistanceeduca-
tioncoursesbased onthelearners’ personality type(Daughenbaugh, Ensminger,
Frederick, & Surry, 2002) other research suggeststhat learners’ temperament
doesnot have amajor impact on satisfaction or |earning outcomes (Stokes,
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