Trouble Retaining Adults?
Consider the TEAM Approach

by DonN FINN, PH.D.

An issue common to adult educa-
tion programs is retaining learners long
enough to help them to reach their goals.
Although this can be troublesome, you
don’t need to go it alone; rather consider
the TEAM approach to student reten-
tion. Adults are busy and usually operate
in multiple roles; among these are em-
ployee, spouse, parent, child, and stu-
dent. Those participating in adult educa-
tion programs often feel conflicted while
balancing these different roles.

ime. This leads to the first
Tcomponent of the TEAM
approach: make the learning
worth their time. Adults need to weigh
the costs of taking time from other roles
and using it for their educational pur-
suits. To borrow a term from the busi-
ness world, they need to consider the
opportunity cost of participating in adult
education. Frequently they face the pos-
sibility of losing pay, spending less time
with family, or missing out on a num-
ber of other things so they can attend
class. It is essential that adult education
programs offer relevant curricula with
benchmarks to help students gauge their
academic progress. If this is not evident,
these students may become frustrated
and disappear.
ncouragement. For most
Eadults, the largest step they
take in their learning journey
is the first one. This leads to the second
TEAM component for retaining these
students: encouragement. Re-entering
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school is a huge step, and whether the
goal is to learn how to read, work toward
a GED, or to pursue a college degree,
most adults will face some type of fear.
If you want your students to persist, they
should know that the classroom is a place
where they will be encouraged through
all their lessons. It is particularly reassur-
ing to adult students when teachers re-
mind them that many successful learners
have come before them and that some-
day their success story may help another
student to persevere. Remember that stu-
dent retention begins on the first day of
class, so be sure your program is welcom-
ing, and never underestimate the power
of an encouraging attitude and words.
tmosphere. The most suc-
Acessful classrooms are those
with an atmosphere that is
conducive for adults to learn. Programs
that retain adult learners are often char-
acterized as respecting adults and their
ideas, opinions, and experiences. These
classrooms often encourage the exchange
of experiences and ideas and the promo-
tion of dialogue as part of the instruc-
tional process. Although teachers are
responsible for establishing a positive at-
mosphere, maintaining it is the responsi-
bility of all members, including learners.

eaningful. The final ele-
ment of the TEAM ap-
proach to retaining adult

learners is making instruction meaning-
ful. At any level, learning new concepts,
skills, and ideas can be extremely chal-
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lenging, particularly if these concepts,
skills and ideas are presented from a per-
spective foreign to the learner or devoid
of any meaningful context. Whenever
possible, new concepts should be taught
and practiced in a manner consistent
with the adult experience. For example,
students learning mathematical formulas
may be better able to understand them
if they are presented using real life con-
texts, like determining the real cost of
an automobile with a loan at 9.5% APR
or other examples of personal financial
management. Another meaningful ap-
proach may be to have students write
about personal experiences as a means
to discuss history or to practice writing
skills. These approaches involve creativ-
ity and flexibility by the teacher, but the
benefits for the students make the extra
effort worthwhile.

Retaining students in adult educa-
tion programs is an issue that impacts
students and programs alike. Integrating
the TEAM approach can have a dramati-
cally positive impact on both, so give it
a try!
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