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Abstract
Community colleges in Northern and Southeastern Virginia have struggled with
enrollment and retention of adult learners. Addressing adult learners’ needs is an
important focus for instructors, yet few studies have addressed how instructors can use
andragogy, the art and science of adult learning, to influence their instructional practices
to support adult learners. Based on self-determination theory, this quantitative, cross-
sectional study examined the extent that 75 community college instructors’ perceived
andragogical orientation predicted an autonomy-supportive instructional style controlling
for instructor years of teaching, highest degree earned, and gender. Instructors from 10
community colleges in Northern and Southeastern Virginia teaching in the 2021-2022
academic year were asked to complete an online survey including the Principles of Adult
Learning questionnaire and the Problems in Schools questionnaire to measure their self-
reported andragogical orientation and autonomy-supportive instructional style,
respectively. Results from a multiple hierarchical regression revealed that the constructs
of andragogy: (a) Learner-Centered Activities, (b) Personalizing Instruction, (c) Relating
to Experience, (d) Assessing Learner Needs, (e) Climate Building, (f) Participating in the
Learning Process, and (g) Flexibility for Personal Development, predicted an
instructional style that is more autonomy-supportive, particularly the assessing learner
needs construct. Results of this study may contribute to positive social change by helping
community college instructors make more informed decisions about course design to

address the needs of adult learners.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study
Introduction

More and more nontraditional students are enrolling in college to pursue higher
education opportunities. The National Center for Education Statistics (n.d.) defines
nontraditional learners as those who possess any of the following characteristics: delayed
enrollment, meaning not enrolling in college immediately after high school completion,
part-time enrollment, financially independent from parents, having dependents other than
a spouse, parents themselves, employed full-time, and or did not receive a standard high
school diploma. The nontraditional student or adult learner is referred to by several terms
in the literature to also include lifelong learner and mature learner (Carlson et al., 2018).
The term adult learner is used in this study. Regardless of the term to describe them, adult
learners experience different challenges unique to being considered financially
independent than traditional college students who embark on postsecondary education
immediately following high school graduation and may still be considered financially
dependent on their parents. Adult learners have work and life experiences, a different
mindset, and often different motivational factors driving their educational pursuits
different than traditional college students (Chawla, 2019). Adult learners thus require a
different type of pedagogy to motivate them to persist in completing their educational
goals (Knowles, 1968, 1980; Knowles et al., 2015).

Community colleges often attract adult learners for various reasons (Remenick,
2019). Community colleges offer flexibility in course scheduling, lower tuition cost, and

varying degree options such as certificate programs and noncredit workforce courses.



Yet, with completion rates among community college students being under 40%
(McFarland et al., 2019), this signifies a social problem important to college
administrators, instructors, students, and the greater community.

Nationally community colleges are struggling to retain and graduate students. The
National Student Clearinghouse is a non-profit organization that reports annual statistical
information on enrollment and outcome data for institutions of higher education. Since
2012-2013, the number of students earning an associate degree or a certificate from a
community college has steadily declined (Huie et al., 2021). The number of students
earning a degree or certificate for the first time (first time graduates) age 25 and older has
declined each year from 961,000 in 2012-2013 to 723,000 in 2019-2020, while the
number of first-time graduates age 25 and under has increased during the same time
period (Huie et al., 2021). Attrition rates have been attributed to adult learners needing
remedial classes (Fernandez et al., 2017) and their struggle to integrate into the higher
educational environment (Chawla, 2019; Kenner & Weinerman, 2011). Therefore, it is
important to understand the community college instructor’s role in creating an
instructional environment that helps integrate adult learners and addresses their needs.

This study examined the relationship between community college instructors’
perception of andragogical orientation and instructional style. Malcolm Knowles first
introduced andragogy to the United States in the 1970s. Andragogy is a learning concept
that assumes adults learn differently than children (Knowles et al., 2015). Andragogy
refers to “the art and science of helping adults learn” (Knowles, 1980, p. 43).

Andragogical orientation in this study refers to the tendency to apply adult learning
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principles in a learner-centered teaching approach verses an instructor-centered teaching
approach (Knowles et al., 2015). When principles of andragogy are considered in the
design of lessons, andragogy can address the learning needs of adults, which are different
from the learning needs of children (Brookfield, 1986). In their literature review of
evidence based instructional strategies, Carlson et al. (2018) found support for increasing
adult learners’ success through instructors using andragogical or adult learning principles
that better align with the unique challenges that adult learners face. When instructors
better support adult learners in the classroom, there is the potential for positive social
change by increasing best practices for instructors, trainers, or other mentors working
with adult learners.

This chapter includes background information, the problem statement, and
purpose of this study. It also includes the research questions, hypotheses, and theoretical
framework, which outlines self-determination theory (SDT). Additionally, the nature of
the study, definition of variables, and assumptions are explained. Finally, I conclude with
the scope and delimitations, limitations, significance, and an overall summary.

Background

Adult learners have a dominant presence in higher education but few are earning a
degree or credential. In the United States, only 47.6% of American adults possess a
credential beyond a high school diploma despite an estimated two-thirds of all U.S. jobs
that require some form of formal education beyond high school (Lumina Foundation,
2019; Mews, 2020). From 2012 until 2020, the number of first-time graduates earning a

degree or credential in the United States over age 25 has steadily declined compared to



the steady increase of first-time graduates among students age 24 and younger (Huie et
al., 2021). In Virginia, according to the Virginia Community College System (VCCS)
website, there was a steady increase of community college students who earned a
graduation credential from 2009-2013; however, the graduation rate declined in 2014,
slightly increased in 2015, and gradually declined from 2016-2020. There were 8,407
fewer students who earned a degree from a community college in Virginia from 2009 and
2020 (Virginia Community College System, n.d.). It is important for adult learners to
have a degree or credential beyond high school to compete for higher paying jobs. There
is a need to support adult learners in completing their educational goals.

Addressing the needs of adult learners is an important focus. Throughout history,
institutions of higher education, especially community colleges, have provided campus
wide support to adult learners to bolster their success (Remenick, 2019). In fact, in the
late 1800s and early 1900s, the creation of normal schools that eventually turned into
teacher’s colleges served a population of students who enrolled part-time, were older in
age, were lower in socioeconomic status, had families, and were women (Remenick,
2019). Campus wide supports undertaken to assist adult learners included accelerated
curriculums, new student orientation programs, and pairing students with academic
advisors during the enrollment process (Pierce, 2015). Campus wide intervention
strategies are important and discussed heavily in the literature; however, few studies
specifically discuss how instructors can use principles of adult learning, such as

andragogy, to influence their instructional style to motivate adult learners.



Andragogy is a framework put forth by Malcolm Knowles as the science of
teaching adult learners (Knowles, 1968). Two important attributes of andragogy are that
adult learners are autonomous and self-directed and the role of the instructor is as a
facilitator who emphasizes learner autonomy (Knowles et al., 2015). When compared to
pedagogy, the following differences are noted. Pedagogy has been described as the
method of teaching children most familiar in the K-12 educational setting (Knowles,
1968). The assumption is that children are more dependent learners and from the
pedagogical framework, the teacher is the focus of the attention. Students learn solely
from the material the teacher presents and there is very little autonomy on the part of the
student. The pedagogical method describes a teacher-focused instructional style.
Conversely, andragogy posits the following six assumptions: that adults need to know the
purpose of their learning, have an autonomous and self-directing self-concept, have rich
experiences that are contributable to the learning experience, have a readiness to learn
based on life circumstances, are problem-oriented, and are primarily intrinsically
motivated (Knowles et al., 2015). Andragogical orientation is thus defined as the
tendency of instructors to focus on the process of adult learning rather than strictly on the
content of the material and includes elements of learner-centered activities, personalizing
instruction, relating to experience, assessing student needs, climate building, participation
in the learning process, and flexibility for personal development (Knowles et al., 2015).
An andragogical orientation is considered having a learner-centered instructional style.

An adult learning environment has been described in the literature as one that

supports autonomy and some freedom of choice (Murray & Mitchell, 2013). According



to SDT, the need for autonomy is an important motivational factor for learning (Deci et
al., 1994). An autonomy supportive instructional style is one that promotes self-
determined behavior and includes providing a reasonable and meaningful rationale for a
learning activity, acknowledging the learner’s perspective and feelings, and providing a
reasonable amount of choice within the learning environment (Deci et al., 1994).
Autonomy-supportive instructional strategies complement the andragogical framework in
that one of the assumptions of andragogy is that adults have an autonomous and self-
directing self-concept. Likewise, providing a reasonable and meaningful rationale for a
learning activity aligns with andragogy’s first assumption that adults need to know why
they are learning a particular task. A controlling instructional style is defined as one that
does not support self-determined behavior, puts pressure on students, and decreases the
amount of choice and autonomy (Deci et al., 1994). While an autonomy-supportive
instructional style has been shown to be effective with college students (Almusharraf,
2018; Jacobi, 2018; Ryan & Deci, 2017; Vanslambrouch et al., 2017; Yuan & Kim,
2018) it is still underused in the classroom setting (Ryan & Deci, 2020).

Previous authors have suggested how colleges can provide campus-wide
institutional supports for adult learners (Osam et al., 2017; Peterson, 2016; Remenick,
2019); however, few authors report on how instructors can use andragogy to influence
instructional strategies, such as autonomy-supportive strategies, that will support adult
learners. The specific research problem addressed through this study was that it was not

known if the perceived andragogical orientation of instructors at the community colleges



in Northern and Southeastern Virginia predicted a more autonomy supportive or a more
controlling instructional style.

The current study contributed to the literature by focusing on andragogy and
autonomy-supportive instructional strategies of community college instructors in
Northern and Southeastern Virginia. The current study was significant in that it added to
the body of literature in understanding community college instructors’ use of autonomy-
supportive instructional style with the adult learning principle of andragogy and the
extent to which andragogy predicted their instructional approaches. The results of this
study will help community college instructors make more informed decisions about
course design to address the needs of adult learners.

Problem Statement

Community colleges in Northern and Southeastern Virginia have struggled with
enrollment and retention of adult learners. In a 2019 statement made in the local
newspaper and reported on one of the VCCS college’s website (Thomas Nelson
Community College, 2019), enrollment in community colleges across the state of
Virginia had fallen 17% over the past 5 years. Attrition of adult learners is a challenge
that some researchers attribute to the adult learner’s lack of ability to integrate into a
collegiate learning environment (Chawla, 2019; Kenner & Weinerman, 2011). In their
literature review of evidence based instructional strategies, Carlson et al. (2018) found
support for increasing adult learners’ success through instructors using andragogical or
adult learning principles that better algin with the unique characteristics of adult learners.

The next step in the scholarship of teaching was to address the limited research in



understanding how instructors use andragogy to develop instructional practices to better
support adult learners. The current study added to the limited research on the extent to
which community college instructors’ perceived andragogical orientation predicted their
use of autonomy-supportive instructional style after controlling for experience, education,
and gender.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this quantitative study was to examine the extent to which
community college instructors’ perceived andragogical orientation predicted their use of
autonomy-supportive instructional style after controlling for instructor background
characteristics. Instructor background characteristics included years of teaching
experience in higher education, highest degree obtained, and gender. The predictor
variables in this study were the constructs of andragogical orientation: (a) Learner-
Centered Activities, (b) Personalizing Instruction, (c) Relating to Experience, (d)
Assessing Learner Needs, (e) Climate Building, (f) Participating in the Learning Process,
and (g) Flexibility for Personal Development. The outcome variable was autonomy-
supportive instructional style.
Research Question and Hypotheses
The research question for this study was as follows: To what extent do the
constructs of andragogical orientation (learner-centered activities, personalizing
instruction, relating to experience, assessing learner needs, climate building, participating
in the learning process, and flexibility for personal development) predict an autonomy-

supportive instructional style among community college instructors, controlling for
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instructor background characteristics of years of teaching experience in higher education,
highest degree obtained, and gender?

Ho: The constructs of andragogical orientation (learner-centered activities,
personalizing instruction, relating to experience, assessing learner needs, climate
building, participating in the learning process, and flexibility for personal development)
do not predict an autonomy-supportive instructional style among community college
instructors, controlling for instructor background characteristics of years of teaching
experience in higher education, highest degree obtained, and gender.

Ha: The constructs of andragogical orientation (learner-centered activities,
personalizing instruction, relating to experience, assessing learner needs, climate
building, participating in the learning process, and flexibility for personal development)
predict an autonomy-supportive instructional style among community college instructors,
controlling for instructor background characteristics of years of teaching experience in
higher education, highest degree obtained, and gender.

Theoretical Framework

The theory that grounded this study was Deci et al. (1991) and Ryan and Deci’s
(2020) SDT. SDT suggests that engagement is maximized when the following
psychological needs of the individual are met: the need for autonomy and choice, the
need to feel competent, and the need to be connected or having a sense of relatedness
(Ryan & Deci, 2017). According to Deci and Ryan (1985), an individual’s level of
motivation exists on a continuum with intrinsic motivation (the desire to complete a task

for the sheer pleasure of it) on one end and amotivation (a complete lack of desire) on the
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opposite end. Relatively speaking, extrinsic motivation is similar to amotivation (Deci &
Ryan, 1985). With extrinsic motivation, individuals are motivated by sources outside or
external to the individual, such as grades, rewards, or praise (Deci & Ryan, 1985), which
are given by the teacher. Intrinsic motivation is a desire to complete a task for pure
enjoyment (Deci & Ryan, 1985). SDT makes a distinction between behavior that is self-
determined and behavior that is controlled. Self-determined behavior is a matter of one’s
own volition or choice, whereas behavior which is controlled is a matter of compliance
(Deci et al., 1991).

Within the classroom setting, it is not necessary for students to be entirely
motivated by intrinsic desires for the experience to be meaningful (Deci & Ryan, 1985).
According to SDT, there are two stages of extrinsic motivation called integration and
identification in which learners find ways to integrate purposefulness into an
uninteresting activity to satisfy their need for autonomy and personal volition (Deci &
Ryan, 1985). However, intrinsic motivation to learn has been associated with adult
learners (Knowles et al., 2015). Instructors who use autonomy-supportive instructional
strategies are fostering intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Research has shown
that students have an increased level of intrinsic motivation to learn when instructors
provide autonomy-supportive instruction (Horverak et al., 2020; Lin, 2020). Instructors
who are aware of the benefits of providing autonomy within the classroom are indirectly
promoting adult learners’ intrinsic motivations.

The logical connections between the framework presented and my study’s

approach include Ryan and Deci’s (2020) theoretical work on psychological needs and
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intrinsic motivation, which have been used in educational research. One of the
psychological needs Ryan and Deci posited as necessary for intrinsic motivation is
autonomy. Several assumptions of andragogy coincide with SDT, including the
assumptions that adults are independent, have an autonomous self-concept, and are
intrinsically motivated. It was hypothesized in this study that the constructs of
andragogical orientation (learner-centered activities, personalizing instruction, relating to
experience, assessing learner needs, climate building, participating in the learning
process, and flexibility for personal development) significantly predicted an autonomy-
support instructional style among community college instructors. SDT supports the
constructs of andragogy and will be further explored in Chapter 2. The theoretical
approach of SDT provides a facet of self-determined behavior dealing specifically with
addressing the adult learners’ need for autonomy.
Nature of the Study

To address the research question in this quantitative study, the specific research
design included a non-experimental design and the survey method to explore whether
andragogical orientation predicted an autonomy-supportive instructional style. The
predictor variables were the constructs of andragogical orientation (learner-centered
activities, personalizing instruction, relating to experience, assessing learner needs,
climate building, participating in the learning process, and flexibility for personal
development). The outcome variable was instructional style (autonomy-supportive). To
measure andragogical orientation, | used Conti’s (1979) Principles of Adult Learning

Scale (PALS) to measure instructors’ learner-centered activities, personalizing
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instruction, relating to experience, assessing student needs, climate building, participation
in the learning process, and flexibility for personal development. To measure instructors’
perceived instructional style, | used Deci et al.’s (1981) Problems in School (PIS)
questionnaire. | adapted the wording of the vignettes and responses in the PIS appropriate
for the use of college instructors instead of the K-12 teachers for whom the PIS was
originally designed. | analyzed the data using IBM SPSS v. 25 (IBM, 2017) statistical
software to run a multiple regression to determine if the constructs of the andragogical
scale predicted instructional style while controlling for instructors’ years of experience
teaching in higher education, highest degree obtained, and gender. In a multiple
regression, it is possible to predict an outcome using a model with several factors (Allen,
2017). According to Warner (2013), using a multiple regression with multiple predictor
variables was appropriate when considering theories that have multiple predictors
suspected to influence behavior such as the SDT.
Definitions

Adult Learner

Adult learners are those who possess any of the following characteristics: delayed
enrollment, meaning not enrolling in college immediately after high school completion,
part-time enrollment, financially independent from parents, having dependents other than
a spouse, parents themselves, employed full-time, and/or did not receive a standard high
school diploma (The National Center for Education Statistics, n.d.). Carlson et al. (2018)

found that the term nontraditional student or adult learner is referred to by several terms
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in the literature to include nontraditional student, adult learner, lifelong learner, and
mature.
Andragogy

Andragogy is an adult learning principle put forth by Malcolm Knowles as the
science of teaching adult learners (Knowles, 1968). Andragogy posits the following six
assumptions: (1) adults need to know the purpose of their learning (adults need to be
given a reason or explained the benefits of learning or an awareness of their own learning
gaps); (2) adults have an autonomous and self-directing self-concept (adults want to be
shown respect as having personal choice over the decisions regarding their life including
their education); (3) experience plays a critical role in adult learning and adults have rich
experiences that make up their identity (adults may also have learning gaps that require a
more individualized approach); (4) adults have a readiness to learn based on life
circumstances yet these circumstances create barriers unique to adults which need to be
considered (children are more future-oriented towards their learning goals while adults
need to be able to immediately apply new knowledge and skills to their real-life
circumstances); (5) adults are problem-oriented or task-oriented (material should be
presented based on real-life scenarios); and (6) adults are primarily intrinsically
motivated (adults are still driven by some external factors such as job requirements and
income, however their primary desires are rooted internally such as for personal growth,

job satisfaction, and quality of life; Knowles et al., 2015).
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Andragogical Orientation

Andragogical orientation is defined as the tendency of instructors to focus on the
process of adult learning rather than strictly on the content of the material and includes
elements of learner-centered activities, personalizing instruction, relating to experience,
assessing student needs, climate building, participation in the learning process, and
flexibility for personal development (Knowles et al., 2015).
Teacher-Centered Instructional Style

A teacher-centered instructional style is what most individuals think of as a
traditional lecture style in which students have a passive role in the learning process
(Conti, 2004). Information is provided to the students from the teacher in a stimulus
response format. It is assumed that learners are stimulated by the instructor, therefore the
instructor’s goal is to create an environment where desired behaviors are encouraged
while undesired behaviors are discouraged. Learning is defined as a change in behavior
measured by criterion or norm-referenced tests. This condition response type of learning
environment is of a controlling nature (Conti, 2004).
Learner-Centered Instructional Style

The learner-centered style is defined by trust. The instructor trusts that students
will take responsibility for their learning and they serve more as a facilitator and guide.
The focus of learner-centeredness is more on the learner and their development of a
personal awareness or self-actualization than on the subject. The learner’s experience and

perception of the process are considered important factors (Conti, 2004).
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Autonomy-Supportive Instructional Style

Autonomy-supportive instructional style supports students’ volition of choice
rather than attempt to control their behavior. Autonomy-supportive instructional style is
operationally defined as a type of instructional style that provides learners with a
reasonable and meaningful rationale for learning, acknowledgement of the learners’
perspective and feelings, and use of noncontrolling language (Deci et al., 1994).
Additionally, contemporary researchers have added providing choices (Williams et al.,
1999) and nurturing intrinsic motivations (Reeve et al., 2004) to the constructs of
autonomy-supportive instruction.
Controlling Instructional Style

A controlling instructional style is one that pressures learners to behave in a
particular way that when more salient, decreases intrinsic motivations (Deci et al., 1991).
Emphasizing extrinsically motivated values and incentives such as grades and rewards
are examples of a controlling instructional style (Deci et al., 1991). A controlling
instructional style is one that is more oriented towards rewards and communication that is
more controlling and does not include the elements of an autonomy-supportive
instructional style (Deci et al., 1991).

Assumptions

It was assumed that the PALS (Conti, 1979) was an accurate measurement of
andragogical orientation. While no instrument exists yet to measure andragogy
specifically, the PALS measures teaching practices that strongly resemble the constructs

of andragogy (Knowiles et al., 2015). The PALS has been used in over 100 studies as a
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measurement of adult teaching style (Yoshida et al., 2014). It was assumed that
instructors’ personal educational philosophy is consistent over time (Conti, 2004) and is
oriented either more towards teacher-centered pedagogical standards or learner-centered
andragogical standards. It was important to assume that instructors had developed a
method of instruction that works for their personality and fits the learning environment to
capture a true representation of their andragogical orientation. Additionally, it was
assumed that the adapted version of the PIS (Deci et al., 1981) was an accurate
measurement of perceived autonomy-supportive instructional style. Yasué et al. (2019)
adapted the vignettes in the PIS for their study to better fit the context of engagement
between the university instructor and student. Their adapted version of the PIS was
important in the current study because of the similar context of college instructors versus
K-12 classroom teachers for whom the PIS was originally designed. Additionally,
Clabaugh (2013) used the PIS in an unpublished dissertation and adapted it for use with
community college instructors. It was also presumed that the community college
instructors participating in this study were honest in reporting their perceptions of their
andragogical orientation and autonomy-supportive instructional practices.
Scope and Delimitations

The scope of this study involved collecting self-reported information from the
targeted population of community college instructors in Northern and Southeastern
Virginia who taught in the social and behavioral sciences department, which includes for
example academic disciplines of psychology, sociology, anthropology, and political

science to name a few. | chose social and behavioral sciences instructors because
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psychology is the major | am most familiar with and teaching within the social and
behavioral sciences department is my desired profession. Social and behavioral sciences
instructors might also be familiar with learning theories and theories of motivation from
previous training either in the field or through their educational journey. However, | had
to expand beyond social and behavioral sciences to achieve my recruitment goals to all
fields which expanded the original scope of the study. The sociodemographic data |
collected were gender, years of teaching in higher education, and highest degree
obtained. The sociodemographic data collected were used as control variables or
covariates in the current study.

The theoretical framework for this study was SDT. SDT explains an individual’s
motivation to participate in intrinsic activities and activities which are extrinsically
motivated within the framework of psychological needs. The main psychological need
that seems to facilitate competence and relatedness is autonomy (Deci et al., 1991).
While the need for competence and relatedness are additional components of SDT critical
to motivation, those areas were not explored in this study because perceived autonomy is
necessary for motivation to be intrinsic (Deci & Ryan, 2000). The topics explored in this
study were andragogy, andragogical practices, self-determined behavior, especially
related to autonomy, and the differences between teaching techniques that demonstrate
autonomy-support and ones that demonstrate control.

The goal of this study was to produce results that can be generalizable to
instructors at community colleges who instruct adult learners with the intentions of

improving delivery of instruction to these unique learners. The results of this study were
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not generalizable to instructors in higher education who teach traditional learners or those
that teach outside of the community colleges in Virginia.
Limitations

A challenge to this study was finding enough faculty members who would agree
to participate. To address this limitation, additional faculty members outside of the
behavioral and social science departments were surveyed. Issues that could affect
external validity of this study include the community college faculty who agreed to
participate may differ from the population of community college instructors as a whole.
Their volunteerism to participate may suggest an inclination or bias towards research
studies, implying these instructors have different perspectives and perceptions towards
the constructs of this study. Demographic differences may separate this sample from the
general population of community college instructors. To mitigate this limitation, this
study controlled for years of teaching experience in higher education, highest degree
earned, and gender. Issues that could affect internal validity of this study include the use
of the measurement instruments. The PIS was initially designed by Deci et al. (1981) to
measure the adult’s perception of autonomy-supportive instructional style with children.
It was modified for this study to reflect an adult population. Modifying the instrument
may have affected its construct validity. Likewise, no instrument exists to date to
measure andragogy. It is assumed that the PALS is an acceptable measure of the
constructs of andragogy (Knowles et al., 2015). To mitigate the threats to construct
validity, Chapter 2 will cover an in-depth explanation of how the constructs of andragogy

and the SDT are correlated.
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Significance

This study was significant in that it added to the body of literature in
understanding community college instructors’ use of andragogical principles and the
extent to which it guided their instructional approaches. Autonomy-supportive
instructional approaches have been shown to improve academic engagement (Deci et al.,
1981), increase autonomous motivation (Abula et al., 2018), and increase intrinsic
motivation (Manninen et al., 2020; Ryan & Deci, 2017). Potential contributions of this
study include informing community college instructors and academic leaders of how
andragogical orientation can predict an autonomy-supportive instructional style. College
administrators might consider professional development opportunities related to
promoting andragogy and autonomy-supportive instructional strategies to better support
adult learners since the literature suggests andragogy supports adult learners (Carlson et
al., 2018; Kenner & Weinerman, 2011; Knowles, 1968, 1980; Knowles et al., 2015) and
autonomy-supportive instructional strategies positively influences intrinsic motivation
(Ryan & Deci, 2017). An andragogical based level of attention to instructional design
that makes content relevant in the lives of adults may indirectly influence adult learner
retention by enhancing their transition into higher education (Kenner & Weinerman,
2011) and increasing intrinsic interest in the material (Knowles et al., 2015).The findings
from this study might inform how community college administrators take an
andragogical background into consideration when hiring faculty members, while
departmental leaders may consider professional development in andragogy for their

current faculty to support adult learner retention.
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Summary

Adult learners have a dominant presence in higher education. Yet, graduation
rates for adult learners, especially those attending public community college, are less than
their counterparts in other higher education institutions (McFarland et al., 2019). By their
nature, adult learners face different obstacles, have different learning needs, and face
complex circumstances more often than traditional learners. It has been suggested that
adult learners struggle because some adults require remediation and some adults do not
integrate successfully into the higher education learning environment (Chawla, 2019).
Andragogy is one learning principal that applies specifically to the needs of adult learners
and thought to bridge those hinderances. It is assumed that adults learn differently than
children and so they should be taught differently within the classroom setting. Instructors
who use andragogy to meet the psychological needs of autonomy within the classroom
through autonomy-supportive instructional practices, have the potential to positively
influence adult motivation according to SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Autonomy-support
has been shown to increase learners’ psychological needs (Edmunds et al., 2008),
autonomous motivation (Abula et al., 2018), intrinsic motivation, and skilled
performance (Manninen et al., 2020). Instructors of adults, particularly those at
community colleges, may not be aware of their own teaching style to differentiate
between andragogical strategies and pedagogical strategies. The aim of this study was to
examine the perceptions of community college instructors andragogical orientation and

whether these predicted their instructional style.
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The implications for social change are far reaching. Bringing awareness to the
community college community on the relationship that andragogical orientation has on
autonomy-supportive instructional style will help instructions make better decisions on
course design. This study highlighted the importance of using adult learning principles
and supporting the need for autonomy for instructors who work with adult learners.
Additionally, supporting adult learners within the classroom with andragogy and
autonomy-supportive instructional practices will help adult learners complete their
educational endeavors, supporting the community as a whole.

A literature review on SDT describing what it is and what it looks like in the
classroom is explored in Chapter 2. Likewise, an understanding of adult learners, their
preferences for learning, and supports known to assist them are covered. A thorough
overview of andragogy and how it is different from pedagogy is outlined. Finally,
Chapter 2 further defines autonomy-supportive instruction and the benefits of using an

autonomy-supportive instructional style.



22

Chapter 2: Literature Review
Introduction

A higher proportion of adult learners attend community colleges than traditional
learners (McFarland et al., 2019). Despite the numbers, community colleges in Virginia
have seen a 17% decline in general enrollment over the past 5 years (Thomas Nelson
Community College, 2019). Additionally, student retention has declined as there were
over 8,000 fewer students who earned a degree from a community college in Virginia
from 2009 to 2020 (Virginia Community College System, n.d.). Research has suggested
that adult learners struggle with integrating into the higher learning environment
(Chawla, 2019; Kenner & Weinerman, 2011). Adult learners often pursue higher
education due to life events such as divorce, job loss, job promotions, and retirement
(Hayes, 2016) or self-fulfillment (Bengo, 2020). Adult learners may experience a gap in
foundational skills due to delayed entry from graduating high school (Kenner &
Weinerman, 2011) and a low self-efficacy may cause adult learners to feel anxious or a
lack of autonomy or control (Hayes, 2016). Consequently, it has been found that adult
learners are more successful when instructors use andragogical, or adult learning
principles, that better align with their unique characteristics and learning preferences
(Carlson et al., 2018). Adult learners have different characteristics such as work and
family experiences and different educational motivations unique to students who are
financially independent and thus require a different style of instruction to meet their
needs (Knowles, 1968, 1980; Knowles et al., 2015). Andragogy is the science of adult

leaning put forth by Malcolm Knowles (Knowles, 1968, 1980; Knowles et al., 2015) to
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mitigate the challenges adults face integrating into a collegiate environment. The six
principles that categorize andragogy, discussed further in the chapter, were designed to
give educators of adults a frame of reference to support adult learners by understanding
their needs. In the same regard, the SDT of motivation has been heavily used in
educational research and posits that individuals are intrinsically motivated to complete
their goals when their psychological needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness
are met (Ryan & Deci, 2020). According to SDT, individuals who are intrinsically
motivated, those completing tasks for the sake of doing it, are more likely to persist to
degree completion (Ryan & Deci, 2020). Yet, the problem remains that theories of
motivation which can support adult learners, are underused within the college classroom
setting (Almusharraf, 2018; Ryan & Deci, 2020).

Classroom instructors are a primary support for students and a strong influence
over student retention (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Hence, instructors can either support
students’ natural growth or stifle it (Jeno et al., 2018). Specifically, within the classroom,
SDT proposes that instructors who use autonomy-supportive instructional strategies
rather than controlling strategies, are inherently promoting intrinsic motivation (Ryan &
Deci, 2017). Moreover, andragogy has been described as the art and science of adult
learning (Knowles, 1968). It is considered an adult learning framework with specific
assumptions that will be further explained in the chapter. Together, andragogy and SDT
align to foster the support adult learners need to persist. The purpose of this quantitative

study was to examine the extent that community college instructors’ perceived
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andragogical orientation predicted their use of autonomy-supportive instructional style
after controlling for instructor background characteristics

Andragogical practices within the community college setting better support adults
because adults have a need to know, have an autonomous self-concept, have experiences
(work and personal) that can contribute to the learning process, are ready and oriented to
learn, and are intrinsically motivated to learn (Knowles et al., 2015). Through a meta-
analysis, autonomy-support has been shown to increase learners’ psychological needs
(Edmunds et al., 2008), autonomous motivation (Abula et al., 2018), intrinsic motivation,
and skilled performance (Manninen et al., 2020) by addressing the psychological need for
autonomy. Addressing instructors’ perceived andragogical orientation, which directs their
instructional style, is important in improving the classroom experience of adult learners.
The contextual environment adults experience in class related to autonomy-support could
foster their intrinsic motivation to persist to degree completion. The findings from the
current study may improve the delivery of instruction from community college social and
behavioral sciences instructors to adult learners by supporting their integration into the
collegiate learning environment. Supporting adults in the classroom with andragogical
practices may also indirectly improve retention of adult learners by supporting the adult
learner’s unique characteristics and learning preferences and strengthening their intrinsic
motivation to persist.

In this chapter, | provide an explanation of SDT, with a particular focus on the
role of autonomy and how SDT has been applied to educational research related to the

current study. I also describe characteristics of adult learners and the need to support
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them. A brief discussion on learner-centered and teacher-centered instructional style
leads into a comprehensive overview of andragogy. The assumptions of andragogy are
discussed and linked with SDT to provide a rationale for its use in the current study.
Autonomy-supportive and controlling instructional styles in the classroom are further
defined and described. Finally, I discuss the demographics of the community colleges in
Northern and Southeastern Virginia.
Literature Search Strategy

An extensive literature review was conducted using books, textbooks, reports, and
peer reviewed articles. The seminal work of Malcolm Knowles on andragogy, Gary Conti
on teaching philosophy as it relates to instructional style, and the seminal work of
Richard Ryan and Edward Deci on the SDT were used. These authors have conducted
peer reviewed studies as well as written and co-authored textbooks pertaining to their
theories that were used in this study. The following keywords were used in various
combinations searched from 2016 to present: non-traditional learners, community
college, higher education, retention rates, attrition or retention or dropout, persistence,
college professors, psychology course, online, teaching methods, constructivist learning,
metacognition, adult learner, classroom assessment, self-determination theory, autonomy
in the classroom, course design, andragogy or adult learning, adult learning theory or
andragogy. The following databases were used: ERIC, Education Source, ScholarWorks,
Research Starters, Directory of Open Access Journals, Academic Search Complete, APA

PsycINFO, and Thoreau Multi-database search.
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Theoretical Framework

SDT is an empirically based theory of motivation that originated from the work of
Edward Deci and Richard Ryan (1985). Both Deci and Ryan are distinguished
researchers in the field of personality and social psychology. Their research has consisted
of experimental studies that manipulated social contexts to examine individuals’ personal
and behavioral responses towards intrinsic motivation and self-determined behaviors
(Ryan & Deci, 2000b). According to SDT, individuals are intrinsically motivated towards
goal-directed behavior, or activities of novel interest or challenge, when their
psychological need for competence, autonomy, and relatedness are met (Deci & Ryan,
1985). Intrinsic motivation originates from an activity one finds interesting for the sake of
doing it, and the level of engagement and commitment to the activity is a function of the
level of psychological need fulfillment during the activity (Ryan & Deci, 2000a, 2000b).
A premise of SDT is that individuals are born being intrinsically motivated; however,
social contexts can either support or diminish one’s natural and innate motivations (Ryan
& Deci, 2000b). To this end, social contexts can either facilitate intrinsic motivation or
undermine it (Deci et al., 1994; Ryan & Deci, 2000b). Motivational concepts are
important to many professions such as educators because the result of motivated behavior
is a product (Ryan & Deci, 2000a) such as a degree or credential. When students are
motivated, they will work to achieve their goals. Research conducted by Ryan and Deci
(2000b) suggest that learning and performance are enhanced by intrinsic motivation,

making it an ideal theory for the current study. The current study investigated the
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relationship between instructor’s perceived andragogical orientation and having an
autonomy-supportive instructional style.

Three psychological needs comprise SDT: the need for competence, autonomy,
and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 1985). The need for competence is described as an
individual’s feeling of self-efficacy in completing a task (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Nearly
one third of new college students start college underprepared (McMahon, 2021), meaning
that they lack the academic skill set to feel competent. Research has shown that perceived
competence is a strong predictor of grade point average (GPA) in college (Jeno et al.,
2018). If adults start college underprepared for the academic requirements, their need for
competence may not be met which could negatively impact their GPA.

The need for autonomy is described as the individual’s sense of acting out of his
or her own volition or choice (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Jeno et al. (2018) studied academic
achievement and dropout among biology students in higher education using SDT and
found that perceived competence and autonomous motivation positively predicted
academic achievement and negatively predicted drop out intentions (p. 1175), which
means that perceived competence and autonomy are important factors in student
retention. Regarding physical education (PE) courses, Chu et al. (2019) found that
instructors who provide autonomy-support by allowing students to choose activities
based on their skillset, provide individualized feedback, and vary group activities
satisfied students’ psychological needs, students’ intentions to participate in future

physical activity, and enhanced students’ self-determined behavior.
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Finally, the sense of relatedness is described as an individual’s sense of being
connected to others (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Indirectly, need-supportive instructors and the
sense of belonging have been shown to positively influence academic achievement (Jeno
et al., 2018). Reports indicate that a lack of feeling of belonging as one of the reasons
students drop of college (Jeno et al., 2018). Chu et al. (2019) found relatedness as the
most significant mediating variable between social contexts and self-determined behavior
among college PE students in Hong Kong. SDT contends that all three needs
(competence, autonomy, and relatedness) are necessary for self-determined behavior to
occur; however, research on the social contexts influencing intrinsic motivation has
focused on the effects of autonomy-support (Ryan & Deci, 2000b).

Studies using SDT as a framework include those on need-supportive instruction.
Specific to autonomy-support, autonomy-supportive instruction supports students’
volition of choice rather than attempt to control their behavior. Deci et al. (1994) found
the following social supports facilitate an autonomy-supportive environment: providing a
reasonable and meaningful rationale, acknowledging the learner’s negative feelings, and
providing a reasonable amount of choice. Baker and Goodboy (2018) investigated
autonomy-supportive instruction by manipulating control conditions during a 50-minute
college lecture. The researchers found that students in the lecture where the instructors
provided a series of choices and emphasized a rationale or relevance to the material being
learned, were more intrinsically motivated, put more effort and attention into completing
their assignments, were more likely to take a future course with that same instructor, and

provided favorable instructor ratings (Baker & Goodboy, 2018).
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Adult learners have been known to struggle with integrating into the higher
learning environment (Chawla, 2019). One reason that adults struggle involves being
underprepared for the academic rigor of college. In working with underprepared adult
learners, Brower et al. (2020) conducted a qualitative case study investigating the impact
of a policy change in Florida’s community college system allowing students the choice of
skipping developmental educational courses, on their feelings of competence, autonomy,
and relatedness towards college personnel. Results showed that students who were
allowed to make the choice to skip developmental courses felt more autonomy while
those who were forced to take developmental courses felt stigmatized (Brower et al.,
2020). Additionally, students who were allowed to skip developmental courses felt more
competent and relatedness with college personnel, which was attributed to having the
choice to take more challenging coursework.

Adult learners have been known to struggle with fully online course
environments (Levy, 2017). Martin et al. (2018) used SDT as a framework in their study
on massive open online courses (MOOCS) to enhance student engagement. Their
rationale was that SDT was an established theory of motivation and not much research
has been done on instructional design for MOOCs to sustain engagement. Students who
sign up for MOOC:s have an intrinsic desire to learn due to the loose structure and tuition
free status of the courses (Martin et al., 2018). MOOCs are becoming increasingly
available; however, adult learners tend to struggle with fully online learning (Levy,

2017). The researchers used a design-based research methodology that starts with a
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theory to create a framework. Going forward, the researchers hoped to use SDT as a basis
for instructional design that might strengthen student retention.

Not all adult learners are completely motivated in the classroom by intrinsic
desires (Amponsah et al., 2018). According to SDT, motivation exists on a continuum
from amotivation or a complete lack of motivation, to intrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan,
1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000b). Extrinsic motivation is like amotivation. Two forms of
extrinsic motivation outlined in the SDT are identification and integration (Ryan & Deci,
2000a, 2000b). Identification provides individuals with a sense of autonomy in that
individuals make a conscious decision to accept and participate in an action for a reason
they can validate and own the responsibility such as learners identifying the usefulness of
practicing a problem to gain a better understanding (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Consequently,
the most autonomous or more self-determined form of extrinsic motivation is called
integration (Deci & Ryan, 1985). In integration, the learner has internalized the behavior,
made it a part of their self-concept, and is acting with a sense of volition and control.
Amponsah et al. (2018) used the SDT as a foundation to study adult distance education
students in Ghana who were more extrinsically motivated to learn. Results from this
cross-sectional descriptive study indicate that class choice was associated with the adult
learner’s current occupations, in other words, to extend their current knowledge and
relate their classes to their occupations. In accordance with SDT, this represents the need
for competence and relatedness. It also corresponds to the assumptions of andragogy that
adults have an orientation and readiness to learn when the timing is right for them, such

as for professional development. It has been shown that motivation to persist is associated
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with flexibility of course offerings, financial affordability, and tutorial support
(Amponsah et al., 2018). Pursuing education was associated with professional
development and retention was due to the flexibility and affordability of the program
offerings. Their findings offer insight into the adult learner’s motivations to take distance
learning courses in that both intrinsic and extrinsic motivations were found. Adult
Ghanaians were strongly motivated by occupational (extrinsic) factors. Students’ self-
reports of success was associated with the connection between their course selections and
their related occupations. Curriculums designed to meet the needs of adults, particularly
the need for autonomy, should make connections between course work and desired or
current occupations (Reeve & Cheon, 2021) to tap into the intrinsic and extrinsic
motivations of adult learners (Amponsah et al., 2018).

It is assumed by SDT that learners who are intrinsically motivated will persist
through their educational and goal pursuits (Ryan & Deci, 2020). Ryan and Deci (2020)
conducted a thorough literature review to determine the extent SDT was being used
within the classroom and to determine specific strategies instructors can use to support
learner’s psychological needs. Their review determined that SDT is underutilized in the
classroom setting (Ryan & Deci, 2020). For instance, Almusharraf (2018) conducted a
qualitative study to examine the degree instructors promoted autonomy-supportive
instructional strategies in a class of English foreign language (EFL) students. The authors
found that the students’ self-reported level of autonomy was heavily influenced by their
teacher’s instructional practices. Some instructors indicated they were too traditional in

their instructional methodology to give up control to the students. This study faced
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several limitations such as it was conducted over a short period of two months.
Recruiting students was an additional challenge, likewise, finding faculty to commit to
the study was a challenge. However, the study demonstrated that the sense of autonomy
is an important motivational factor for learning that is often not used within the
classroom. The importance of this study emphasized SDT as a framework for supporting
student success and to further advance the need to investigate whether instructor
characteristics can predict the use of an instructional style based on SDT.

Jang (2019) found that teacher’s intrinsic instructional goals significantly
predicted autonomy-supportive instructional style. Intrinsic instructional goals are
classroom goals that support the learner’s needs for competence, autonomy, and
relatedness such as emphasizing student’s personal growth and building strong student
relationships (Jang, 2019). Examples of extrinsic instructional goals are those designed to
improve students’ or instructors’ social and public recognition or reward contingent goals
(Jang, 2019). The researchers also found that instructors with more extrinsic instructional
goals predicted a more controlling instructional style. Jang (2019) found gender
differences related to intrinsic and extrinsic instructional goals. Also, Jang (2019) found a
correlation between grade level taught and extrinsic instructional goals but not intrinsic
instructional goals. The importance of this study showed how instructor characteristics,
including gender differences, can influence autonomy-supportive or controlling
instructional style. Instructor characteristics including gender were covariates in the

current study.
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Intrinsically motivated behaviors are the defining characteristics of self-
determined behavior in that individuals are not coerced into the behavior and are acting
on their own volition (Deci & Ryan, 2000). When extrinsic rewards become the
motivating precursor to an otherwise intrinsic desire, the perceived motivation is of a
controlling nature and not of one’s volition therefore less intrinsic (Deci & Ryan, 2000).
Rewards, threats, imposed deadlines, and pressure are examples of instructional practices
that undermine autonomy and have been shown to decrease creativity and problem
solving (Deci & Ryan, 2000). The most favorable social contexts for intrinsic motivation
to occur satisfies one’s need for competence and autonomy (Deci & Ryan, 2000).
However, perceived competence underscores most motivation, meaning individuals have
some perception that they can physically or psychologically complete a task before trying
it; consequently, it is the perception of autonomy that is necessary for the motivation to
be intrinsic (Deci & Ryan, 2000). While the literature has shown the importance for
competence (Jeno et al., 2018) and relatedness (Chu et al., 2019), autonomy has been
presented as the driving force behind intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000b).
Instructors can provide adult learners with motivational support in the classroom by
providing autonomy-supportive instruction.

The focus of the current study was on autonomy. To Deci and Ryan (2000),
autonomy is an “essential aspect of healthy human functioning” (p. 231). Likewise, it is
assumed by andragogy that adult learners have a self-concept of autonomy and want to be
respected as such in the classroom (Knowles et al., 2015). The importance of autonomy-

support for adult learners as presented by SDT and andragogy is the reason why the focus
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of the current study was on autonomy-supportive instructional practices. Langdon and
Wittenberg (2019) conducted a qualitative study and trained graduate teaching assistants
(GTA) for physical education courses in autonomy-supportive instructional strategies.
Feedback from the GTA’s indicated they enhanced student’s self-regulated learning and
provided a more optimal learning environment in the following ways: by providing
autonomy-supportive strategies such as allowing students the choice of yoga poses,
choosing their own groups and partners, providing students with a thorough explanation
of why they were performing certain skills, the use of non-controlling language,
providing structure, and goal setting opportunities as well as acknowledging students’
negative feelings (Langdon & Wittenberg, 2019). This study showed the importance of
nurturing student’s inner motivational resources and how autonomy-support training can
benefit instructors without a pedagogical background in teaching, such as graduate
teaching assistants or college instructors who may have experience in their subject area
but not in andragogy.
Key Variables

Adult Learners

Even though almost two-thirds of U.S. jobs require some type of post-secondary
credential, only 47.6 percent of American adults over the age of 25 years old, possess a
degree or certificate beyond a high school diploma (Lumina Foundation, 2019). Adult
learners are defined by possessing one or more of the following characteristics: delayed
enrollment, meaning not enrolling in college immediately after high school completion,

part-time enrollment, financially independent from parents, having dependents other than
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a spouse, parents themselves, employed full-time, and or did not receive a standard high
school diploma (National Center for Education Statistics, n.d.). Adult learners make
educational decisions for various reasons such as professional development, financial
affordability, flexibility in course scheduling, and institutional supports (Amponsah et al.,
2018). Life events such as divorce, job loss, job promotion, and retirement often lead
adult learners into higher education (Hayes, 2016).

Lin (2020) categorized adult learners as having the following reasons for learning:
cognitive interest, self-development, and social interaction. Cognitive interest has been
shown to be the primary interest followed by social interaction. This survey based
quantitative study investigated the relationship between the intrinsic motivation of older
Taiwanese adults and two predictor variables: personal and institutional variables.
Personal variables included demographics such as age, gender, educational level, health
status, living conditions, family support. Institutional variables included teacher support,
peer support, course type. Teacher and peer support were significantly positively
correlated with overall intrinsic motivation scores. The predictor variables accounted for
over 50% of the variance in cognitive-oriented and social-oriented intrinsic motivation,
minimizing the impact of age, health status, and family support which can be obstacles
for adult learners. Teacher support was found to influence adult learners’ intrinsic
motivation. This study was important in that teacher and peer support can minimize the
negative impact of other educational barriers such as age and poor health.

Some adult learners pursue education just for self-fulfillment (Bengo, 2020).

Adult learners are concerned with issues that affect their personal circumstances which is
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