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Use of Knowles’ Adult Learning Theory in New Extension Agent Training

Introduction
During a new employee’s entry period, it is vital that Extension agents acquire the skills needed to foster success in Extension. Through professional development opportunities, new agents will become better prepared for the workforce, making them better able to serve constituents (Ota, DiCarol, Burts, Laird, & Gioe, 2006). Using Knowles’ Adult Learning Theory, adults are able to utilize their knowledge gained from professional development, in the work place. Knowles’ six learning principles are based on the study of adult learning, and emphasizes the process of learning for adults (The University of Queensland, 2007).
Theoretical Framework
This study is based on Malcolm Knowles Adult Learning Theory. The Six Adult Learning Principles are 1) adults are internally motivated and self-directed, 2) adults bring life experiences and knowledge to learning experience, 3) adults are goal-oriented, 4) adults are relevancy oriented, 5) adults are practical, and 6) adult learners like to be respected. The Six Learning Principles are key to helping adults learn. If the principles are not incorporated into adult learning situations, the quality and quantity of knowledge retained can be affected negatively. In turn, this may affect the performance and development of employees (Ota et al., 2006). When Extension educators are exposed to a variety of adult learning strategies, adult learners will have a more positive experience, retaining and applying more of what they have learned to their work place (Ota et al., 2006). Lakai, Jayaratne, Moore, & Kistler (2012) found that the major barriers of adult learning are lack of training opportunities and ineffective delivery methods. 
Purpose
The purpose of this study was to explore if/how Malcolm Knowles’ Adult Learning Theory was implemented in new agent training at one land-grant university. This purpose aligns with priority number three in the National Research Agenda for Agricultural Education: sufficient scientific and professional workforce that addresses the challenges of the 21st Century (Doerfert, 2011). 
Methodology
On October 15, 2012, twenty-six KSRE agents participated in focus groups agents who had participated in New Agent Development within the past five years. The study used four focus groups, three of which were comprised of new agents early in their career and the fourth focus group was made up of agents with a career prior to Extension or who returned to Extension. In order to elicit quality in-depth responses, a qualitative study was selected to obtain results from the participants. To ensure relevant content discussion and credibility, an experienced, formally trained moderator was used for all of the focus groups. All focus groups were audio recorded for analysis, as verbatim transcription provides more depth than relying on notes (Krueger, 1998a). Transcript results from the focus groups were analyzed for themes in accordance with Glaser’s (1965) constant comparative method. The researcher analyzed transcripts looking for major themes and determined if and how the themes fit into Knowles’ Six Principles. 
Results
The learning principles new agents indicated were most important were: adult learners are practical and adult learners are relevancy oriented. As a result, they were often mentioned as the most misused principles. One agent said, “I think my biggest problem with the new agent training is the disconnect between what the expectations are, rather than what we get out of the office, and also what your job actually is.” The agents did not feel as though the training was applicable to their daily lives and did not feel there was a benefit to learning about these topics.

Extension agents also felt they were disrespected in certain instances, but agreeing with the principle stating they liked to be respected. One Extension agent said, “Our program development leaders made us [agents] feel like equals with them…it felt very respectful.”  While the majority of the time, agents felt respected, they often provided detailed instances when they felt disrespected because the instances were upsetting to them personally. “I got irate during the ethics training because I feel at this stage of our lives…if you have to sit through an hour and a half and listen to ethics training and be given a flowchart like a 7th grader…I was irate. Same thing with the safety training, if you have to tell me not to give a knife to a seven year old, that’s another time I was very displeased with training,” said another agent. 
Agents expressed a desire to motivate themselves and be able to provide guidance for themselves during the learning process. A component of internal motivation and self-direction is learning styles. One agent said, “We really enjoyed one instructor’s facilitation style. It was very hands-on and it was easy to relate to compared to being talked to all the time.” While another agent was displeased with facilitation styles in certain sessions, “There was a lot of talking and the administrative preaching to us to teach, instead of being interactive. A lot of stuff was just sitting there and listening, it was boring.” 
In order to better prepare for the workforce, agents brought life experiences and knowledge to new learning experiences. One agent said, “I was able to work with my mentor before new agent training. I had a little bit of insight when I was sitting in training that week. It wasn’t my true first day, but I had a different perspective and this little understanding helped with some of the things they were talking about.” For most, the training, did not provide this luxury of pre-exposure. 
New Agent Development lacked intentional goal-orientation. Many Extension agents relied on their personal motivations to ensure projects were completed on time. One Extension agent experienced a need to learn planning skills in order to complete workforce tasks, “I mean just having a guideline when things might happen or what happens on a regular basis. I want to be more prepared for that.” 
Conclusions and Discussion
This study indicates that [State] Extension utilized Knowles’ Six Learning Principles in new agent training. However, the principles were not consistently utilized in the program development, causing some portions of the training to be less effective and practical for participants, which Ota et al.’s (2006) work indicates may make the training ineffective and poorly affect employee performance. Instances of the Six Learning Principles were inconsistent from session to session and presenter to presenter causing new agents confusion, frustration, and stress. This supports research by Lakai et al. (2012) that barriers to implementation of Adult Learning Theory are lack of training opportunities and ineffective delivery methods. 
Recommendations
[bookmark: _GoBack]This research indicates those involved in conducting Extension new agent training should receive training on how to utilize Adult Learning Theory effectively. Extension administrators and instructors should be more conscious in implementing the Six Learning Principles in a more purposeful way to promote positive takeaways for new agents and model Adult Learning Theory so agents will be prepared to use it in preparing their programs. Future research should look at new agent training in other states to see if Adult Learning Theory is utilized. 
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