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Abstract

As a private educationist, one needs to know thekwg students' key challenges and
motivation to learn and his or her learning stylMsreover, one also needs to know how in
balancing work and studying as well as working asignments and preparing for

examinations, the working student ultimately sesutes or her academic goals and
success. This practitioners' paper seeks to undbeekey challenges of adult learners (part-
time/ working students) as well as to examine thgous learning styles and key ways in
which some private paying students who may (or MNQT) be sponsored by their

companies are motivated to learn and get theirssecg qualifications as well as achieving
their academic success in their private studies.

Keywords: Collaborative learning, Cooperative leagn Confidence building; SkillsFuture,
Adult learners/ working adult learners

I ntroduction

In today’s workplace, lifelong learning has becomdact, if not a part of life. As the

Singapore’s economy evolves to become more knowldadged (Low and Singh, 2007), a
growing number of its citizens who missed the cleaot tertiary education are turning to
Private Educational Institutions (PEIs) in orderstdostantiate their skills, earning potential
and career advancement.

There have been some huge shifts in recent yedhei®ingapore’s education sector which
have changed the cultures of both public and peivastitutions. Without going into long
explanations, it is useful just to think of sometlué key changes and look at how these have
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impacted on the role of andexpectations from te@ckepecially in the private education
sector.

Given Singapore’s more affluent and integrated edgcithe capacity to work together
collaboratively has become one of the core surws¥dls in the global workforce (Foyle &
Shafto, 1995). The educational landscape has uoderdundamental re-structuring, for
example teaching students how to communicate, lmmidde effectively and to engage in self
learning has become the basis of education (Chedg)2

Theoretical Framework and Summary of the Literature

Today’s education consistently has learner-centeesl as a fundamental element in adult
(student) learning. As a consequence of the upsafrgdult learners, universities and private
colleges, commonly known as PEls (Private Educatmstitutes) in Singapore, need to

consider redesigning programs and services to mheeheeds of these adult learners. An
underlying assumption from the literature is thedlleges and universities cannot continue
with business-as-usual” (Apps, 1981, p. 11) for #pke in number of adult learners

returning to complete undergraduate programs. REdsuniversities may want to consider

learning more about their adult student demogragpldbaracteristics, and needs for special
resources and services. In today’s adult educati@ayvocates for the uniqueness in learning.
They have tremendous experiences that they bringetalassroom (Knowles, 1973). Their

desire is to translate and apply learning to trest life.

The literature on undergraduate students in higbducation suggests that student
engagement and building relationship is a fundaalectmponent in adult learning. The
literature suggests that in-class learning time iateractions with faculty have a powerful
influence on an adult’s learning journey and peasaevelopment. Adult learners value and
seek out classroom experiences that are basedlamaney, respect, adult dignity, and
reciprocity of adult-to-adult relationships. Thenoecting classroom metaphor suggests an
environment that embraces the value and worth aft@ads knowledgeable learners, and
which also values adult life experiences and petsgs as part of the learning process.
(Graham et al., 2000, p. 12)

Other authors are in unison suggesting that clagssaare the center stage for adult learning
(Bean & Metzner, 1985; Donaldson et al., 1999; @natet al., 2000; Kasworm & Blowers,
1994; Kasworm & Marienau, 1997). Students will beyad to be an alumnus with their
college if they feel the institution cares aboutrthand their success.

Extant literature in counselling has a basis fatarstanding the transition that undergraduate
students and adult learners experience when theynré¢o college. The most notable
literature was Schlossberg et al's model (1995)trafhsition. Schlossberg et al. (1995)
support a model of transition with three componeafgproaching transition (moving in),
taking stock (moving through), and taking chargeymg out). These three phases suggest
that an individual who is approaching a transitieeeds to leave something behind before
beginning something new. It is at this stage whes@uation needs to take place regarding
the impact the change is having on the individuiges
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Overall, it should be noted that adults learn laest retain much of their learning through a
variety of ways (Brookfield, 2006; Low, 2010, 200&nd that also include fun and being
taught in a creative way.

M ethodology

This qualitative study is concerned with facilitefiadult learners in PEIs in Singapore as
well as the challenges they faced in their learnmbigher education. The use of interviews
as the main data collection tool held the gregbessibility of exploring the adult learners

experience in detail (Arksey & Knight 1999, Pat002).

The researchers used course-level and student-tiatal from higher education courses
during 2013-2014. The total numbers of responderte 325.

The data was obtained from the Registrar's OffiéeXdyZ Academy and covered 13
undergraduate classes taught by 8 different intrsicin addition, we explored student-level
data for 12 courses taught in Q3 2013 and Q2 2&@kurvey questionnaire was administered
for each course in the last month of every semeétethe time of the survey the instructor
leaves the classroom, and an academic coordindtomesters the survey and handed the
completed surveys to the Registrar’s Office in ortdeensure strict confidentiality of the
students’ replies.

The survey questionnaire handed out to the studkatsvere present in class at the time of
the survey. No information on the identity of thedents was collected in the survey. Hence,
all forms were anonymous. When completing the syrstudents were asked to rate several
aspects of their learning experience as well ag then involvement and effort for that
course during the semester. Of particular inteteghe researchers, are the overall ratings
student’s preference of instructor’'s teaching styded ways, pinpointing those appropriate
for adult learners.

In our sample of 13 courses taught during 2013-2Giddents rate their instructors on
average 4.28 out of 5 when they are asked “Ovdraluld rate the instructor as: 1:Poor,
2:Fair, 3:Satisfactory, 4:Good, 5:Excellent”. Theege expected grade is 2.96 while the
(actual) average grade received by all enrolledesits is 2.34. It should be noted that while
the expected grade variable is obtained from tlspamses from the students that were
present at the time of the survey, the actual gradeiable is calculated using grade data
from all enrolled students after grades are suleghilty instructors. This difference may also
reflect overconfident grade expectations (Nowell Adston, 2007). Summary statistics
indicated that 43 percent of courses were taughfelmale instructors, 16 percent of them
were taught by senior instructors and 74 perceme waught by full-time faculty members.
There is no difference in learner’'s perspective tiwdeis taught by full-time faculty or by
adjunct.

Findings
(1) Critical Needsof Adult Learners

* Course timetable that works with their work schedul
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Adult learners continue to rank the conveniencethair work schedule and the
location of courses as critical. Flexibility conies to rank as a top concern since
more adult learners were unemployed and takingtifué or part-time course loads.
However, this likely reflects the fact that adudainers are primarily in school to
either improve their professional skills or to paep for a new or different career.
Additionally, most adult learners have dependehtsome. Thus, they need to finish
their degrees as quickly as possible to returort@dvance in, the workplace, but they
must have flexible options in order to fit courg@® their weekly schedules.

58% of those surveyed (or 189 respondents) citeid toncerns of non-completion of
their courses/ individual modules while 70% pointed that they were out-of-touch
with any form of study or academic work, clearlggasting the typical working adult
learner’s fear of failure of their courses/ modules

Several respondents spoke of “building their caiice and improving themselves;
(they) would then learn well and succeed.”

Relevant degree programs

The majority 85% (or 276 respondents) indicated thay studied because they
wanted to improve themselves and better their iresdrealary levels.

Adult learners want programs aligned with theie léind work goals. They know they
need a degree to advance their careers (Sevepalngsnts said, “I want to improve

my income level”; “looking towards better incentsvand better job prospects and
promotions”), but they have specific aspirationsa@hag those popular courses were:
organizational leadership, nursing, computer infion technology, business

administration and education. Some of these mapnsued by adult learners’

support the need for advancement in their curreotepsions while others, such as
nursing and education in particular, suggest stisdem looking to change careers.

Clear expectations

Time-conscious adult learners want to know whagxpected of them to complete
their programs/ degrees.

Feedback from lecturers/tutors

PEls who frequently teach adults are well acqudintéh this expectation. Many of
them have not been in a classroom for years; ofteir, first attempts at school result
in poor academic performance. Therefore, they lemkfidence in their academic
abilities and need reassurance. Sometimes, th$ foedeedback results in conflict
between adult learners and their lecturers/tutbesturers/tutors who are new in
teaching adult learners must be clear as posdidaténow and when students (adult
learners) can expect to receive feedback. Reladethis is a strong disdain for
assignments that may be viewed as “busy work.” Atkdrners want to know what
they are learning and how it relates to the subjeatter and its practicality to their
work place. Lecturers/tutors who can articulatel&daening outcomes of their courses
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and relate them to broader degree program objactve typically very respected by
adult learners.

Acknowledgement of prior learning

Increasingly, adult learners want opportunitiesréoeive credit for prior learning.
This stems from both personal and financial ne€usa personal level, adult learners
want validation that what they have learned throufghir work and volunteer
experiences matters. Similarly, they want to trima total cost of their education, and
with good reason: they are now largely paying fairt education themselves. Adult
learners need, and want, to contain costs throughlparning opportunities.

The options available for us to address studentsi\@entinue to change rapidly
through new technologies and partnerships buthatcbre, the needs of our adult
learners have not changed dramatically.

A growing number of adults who join the workforagh@ are 25 years or older), a
group that possesses a distinct set of goals, \aemeeds.

Today's workforce is distinctly different from armgration earlier.

Rapidly changing technology, greater job instapiibhd higher industry expectations
that workers be more flexible require adults totoare learning throughout their
careers.

These adult learners have contributed to the ewoludf the Singapore’s labor
workforce.

And in the face and pace of modern ‘fast-livingdameeding a variety of teaching
ways, these students also need time or pause lextrethink and relate with the
subject matter to prepare them for discussions els ag to learn or absorb better
(Brookfield, 2006) and succeed in their studiesgpams.

Adult learners (usually part-time working adults)r@l in PEIs for many different
reasons and at different points in their careeuns thiey often face similar logistical,
academic and financial obstacles when trying toesehaccess and success in higher
education.

In short, they face barriers because institutiond policies continue to focus on
traditional students.

Although PEIs have historically served adult leasnevith shorter duration to earn
their degree compared to public 3-4-year instingioemain the gateway for adults to
earn a low-cost four-year degree.

Perhaps, being helpful, policymakers and highercation institutions (faculty
members) must do more to encourage greater pati@ipand success among older
students?

Analysisand Summary of Findings, Implications and Conclusions

Working adults want formal feedback via graded @ssients, but they also seek
informal feedback as they progress through theursms (Johnson, et. al., 2013);
faculty members/ instructors need to relate, givent feedback, and inform them
accordingly and at regular intervals while builditige (self-) confidence of these
working adults.
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In terms of clear expectations, the courses angranas/ lectures are also expected to
be, on the whole, well-organized so that these imgrldult students can learn better
(Brookfield, 2006). They expect their advisors ® ddear and knowledgeable about
degree requirements. Beyond advising, they warliet@ble to access institutional
information when it is convenient to them, in disigy and/ or a variety of teaching
methods/ ways including online and via email, tetape, blogs, etc.
Adults seeking postsecondary education face sewdrnallenges such as work
pressure, domestic and family related issues ssche&htened anxiety of bread-
winner, loss of job or income.They may also fageficial challenges such as the
need to finance or get study loans for their edanat
Supportive institutional and state policies andcpecas — for example Skills
upgrading, Cross-training, SkillsFuture.... can emagae their participation and
success.
Compared to traditional students, many more aduwitlents have full-time jobs,
spouses, and/or dependent children—in short, treeplace-bound and busy people.
Not surprisingly, adult students are far more Wkiélan traditional students to attend
college part-time.
Accelerated degree vis top-up degrees at PEls aantiek adult learners market have
grown in recent decades. This expansion, whileifsigmt, still does not reach the
majority of adults in need of further education.
Public polytechnics and universities e.g. PolytechinUniSIM have taken steps to
serve adult learners market as well though of egumsore can be done. These
institutions and faculty members should clearly seemselves as “helper(s) of
learning” (Brookfield, 2006: 276).
Hence PEIs need to engage in outreach activitigsethcourage participation. They
need to expand flexibility in course delivery byaring weekend and evening classes,
accelerated degree programs and distance learning.
Preview sessions, course information, evening tatemn and “transitions” and study
skills workshops, a mentoring program, studentrrafe accelerated programs, an
adult learnerstudent organization, and places ema&gime and network with other
adults.
Many of these services have been shown to correldte student success,
particularly for low-income students.
Adult students also face an array of academic ehg#ls e.g. a sizable proportion of
adults, particularly low-income adults, are acadethy under-prepared for degree-
level work, putting them at greater risk of failure
Many ill-prepared adult learners have taken remediarses as they are less endowed
academically but compensated by their working erpees.
Some adults come to PEIls with considerable realdnamd/or academic experience
that, if recognized, would promote program completand reduce costs and time-to-
degree.
In addition, policies on assessment of prior leagraan support the granting of credit
for life experiences and for courses taken outsifi¢raditional academic settings
(e.g., industry-provided courses)
Adults learners generally tend to have differenticadional goals and learning styles
than traditional students, with a particular foaus how their courses relate to their
lives and jobs.
PEIs need to recognize these differences and tapitan them as strengths that
adults bring to the classroom.
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Small group discussions, for example, allow adwitients to connect to or relate with
each other as well as linking classroom learning&bd world experiences.

Financial packages/ aids for adult students istéichand that adult learners receiving
financial aid are far more likely to persist thaeit peers.

But many student aid programs are geared priméoiyard traditional students or
skill based vocation studies, making it difficutirfolder students to qualify for the
assistance they need.

Skills future, UTAP (Union Training Assistance Praq) is a training benefit for
NTUC members to defray their cost of training. Thenefit is to encourage more
union members to go for skills upgrading.

With effect from 1st January 2013, union members wiitiate training on their own
could be eligible for up to $250 training benefifst courses under Union Training
Assistance Program (UTAP) per yearand other govemirsubsidies or tax relief are
great relief for providing incentives and adultriears to succeed to obtain a degree
(SkillsFuture Credit).

Employers should be more involved in educatingrterkforce through working
with the trade unions and alumni. It is worthy tenand repeat that many authors
suggested that while classrooms are the centee dtagadult learning (Bean &
Metzner, 1985; Donaldson et al., 1999; Graham .et2800; Kasworm & Blowers,
1994; Kasworm & Marienau, 1997), students will betivated, energized or pleased
to be an alumnus with their colleges if they féwdit organization and/ or institution
care(s) about them and their successes.

Key Challenges of Adult Learnersin Singapore

Fear of failure (Low, 2005) or non-completion (‘drdt want to be half-baked
(meaning not getting my degree)”; one interviewexXact words) of their
modules/programs.

Adults learners generally tend to have differentcadional goals and learning styles
than traditional students

Concern for their future careers.

Anxiety and concern with the level of difficulty &fe content and the amount of
content to be covered in the curricular accomplishi® (Svinicki 2005). Here, in our
opinion, self-discipline also comes in and the atdrners have to or must be tough
and wanting to succeed to do well in their studies.

Re-adjustment of lifestyle

Educational experience, academic rigor and teadaitigty (Berumen 2004)
Difficulty level of academic subjects (Hurtado, @arand Spuler 1996)

Priority in meeting coursework deadlines, readirfesexternal examinations (Olsen
and Jaramillo (2000)

Inadequate secondary and post-secondary prepar&inghtish language proficiency,
poor study skills

Experiences with the different teaching methoda@egn the classroom

Social interaction with other students and lectirer

Key Ways to Overcome these challenges & Ways to Increase the Motivation of these
Working (Adult learners)
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It should be noted that there are many ways to aldat, and what key ways the authors had
indicated are by no means exhaustive; nonethedetbe tauthors’ mind, what's important are
the key ways to motivate and aid these working tatkdrners while assisting them in
completing and achieving their academic goals.

These students really desire to increase theimiece certainly a strong motivating
factor, and they are determined to get their degaeel the necessary qualifications.
The typical fear of failure is high among theselatiarners, and they certainly wish
to succeed. There is a need for the teacher th pigcor her teaching of the students
according to theirgtudentsj needs; (s)he has to apply different strokes fthereént
folks. There is a Chinese saying which goes likg, tieach a person based on one’s
ability” (Low, 2010: 682jtalics authors).“When my confidence is high, my learning
is also high. (one respondent’s exact words)” Thelents can also “emulate the
teachers” and also “imitate their positive attitu@geveral respondents’ words)
Another powerful motivation is the adult learneostn motivation; of interest one
respondent highlighted his/ her need to pursu€ (es) degree because (he/ she)
want(s) to set an example for (his/ her) children”

Of significance, the faculty members/ instructora/tile being helpful — really need
to bear in mind that they need to give relevantgXas too so that the working adult
learners learn well. Low (2010: 683) highlightedttlin providing examples, the
teacher should also shares his or her experietelesglevant stories and give visual
images or pictures on what (s)he is explainingtbba;student learns better this way.”
The authors also hold the view that the adult leeg'ninstitutions and more so, the
teachers and facilitators need to be positive-teebim their thinking and approach to
these adult learners. Low (2010: 682) spoke of:g#od teacher is a person who
attempts to bring out the good and (s)he does elpt the students to realize what is
bad in them. Instead a good teacher remedies thknges(es) of the students, and on
the other hand, a bad teacher does not help tg larivat is good or seeks to remedy
the weakness(es). (The Analects, Chapter Xl ve&g

SkillsFuture Credits as Solutions

Interestingly, to make it easy and as part of thgp@verment process, theSkills
Future Credit aims to encourage individuals to takenership of their skills
development andlifelong learning. All Singaporeaged 25 and above will receive
an opening credit of S$500 from January 2016. Hdévidual Singaporean’s credit
will not expire and the government will provide joelic top-ups, so one may
accumulate one’s credit.Serving as a good incentinie also helps as encouragement
for the working adult learner to take their studieed improve themselves
academically.

Introduced in early 2016, SkillsFuture Credit is vimg in the right direction.
SkillsFuture Credit is for all Singaporeans ageda®8 above — and is definitely a
greatest plus factor in encouraging working adiwltdo academic studies.

An individual Singaporean’s SkillsFuture Credit che used on top of existing
government course subsidies to pay for a wide ramfig@pproved skills-related
courses.

(Source: http://www.skillsfuture.sg/credit/about¢assed on 28 Apr 2016)
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What Is SkillsFuture?

» SkillsFuture is a national movement to enable @lig&poreans to develop to their
fullest potential throughout life. Whichever stagfdife an individual Singaporean is
in, whether one is in one’s schooling years, eadseer, mid-career or silver years,
SkillsFuture will enable one to take advantage ofide range of opportunities — to
help one realizesone’s aspirations and attain masteskills.

* At a national level, SkillsFuture will play an impant part in charting Singapore's
next phase of development towards an advanced pgormd inclusive society.
Every individual’s skill, passion and contributioaunts.

[Source: http://www.skillsfuture.sg/ (accessed 8mdr 2016)]

* With the help of the SkillsFuture Council, educati@nd training providers,
employers, unions — one can thus own a betterdutith skills mastery and lifelong
learning. It's a Singaporean’s skills. His or heset. His or her future.

Conclusion

* The needs of adult learners (Some of these neetlsede) for example, wanting to
being educated, qualified, get promoted, “I'm pumguny degree because | want to
set an example for my children”; “I want to encagahem to study and learn well
too.” (several respondents’ inputs)have largelywflounder the radar screen of
policymakers but it is currently being addressedth® government to adapt to the
changing education landscape and maintain its cttiveeedge as education hub in
South-east Asia.

* The private education landscape has been evolvidgchanged to some degree, but
more needs to be done.

 Government and/or employers alike need to be matelt-&iendly; need to
systematically assess their human capital neetdgosés for adult learning, establish
funding policies that support these goals and noopitogress.

* The Government needs to work collaboratively wile business community, labor
unions and other agencies and organizations.

* PEls need to improve the ways they serve adulbé&ay replacing outmoded policies
and practices with ones supportive of older stuglent

* Itis not simply a matter of helping individuals.

» Singapore’s economy and future prosperity depend tlom skills (continuous
improvement and training) of its workforce, whiclkquires access to lifelong
learning.
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