INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF
ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN

BUSINESS & SOCIAL SCIENCES

Vol 15, Issue 11, (2025) E-ISSN: 2222-6990

Application of Andragogical Theory in Language
and Communication Learning among Adults

Norasyikin Osman*, Norhayati Che Hat, Mohd Shahrizal Nasir,
Mohd Ala-Uddin Othman, Mohd Firdaus Yahaya

Faculty of Languages and Communication, Universiti Sultan Zainal Abidin, Malaysia
*Email: norasyikinosman@unisza.edu.my

DOI Link: http://dx.doi.org/10.6007/IJARBSS/v15-i11/26915
Published Date: 29 November 2025

Abstract

This paper discusses the application of andragogical theory in language and communication
learning among adults. Language learning today extends beyond the mastery of grammar and
vocabulary; it also emphasizes the development of authentic communication competence
relevant to real-life, professional, and social contexts. Drawing upon Malcolm Knowles’ six
core principles of andragogy—namely the need to know, self-concept, experience, readiness
to learn, problem-based orientation, and intrinsic motivation—this article elaborates on how
these principles strengthen the effectiveness of language learning. The discussion also
highlights key challenges, such as time constraints, varying levels of digital literacy, and
difficulties in aligning traditional curricula with adult learning principles. Furthermore, the
paper explores the future direction of language education through the integration of modern
technologies such as Artificial Intelligence (Al), Virtual Reality (VR), and adaptive learning
systems. Overall, the discussion demonstrates that andragogy-based language learning has
the potential to enhance adult communication in the context of globalization, making the
learning process more flexible, meaningful, and effective.

Keywords: Language Learning, Communication, Andragogical Theory, Adult Learning,
Educational Technology

Introduction

Language learning is a multidimensional process that encompasses cognitive, emotional,
social, and cultural aspects, all of which are closely linked to communicative ability. From a
cognitive perspective, learners must master grammatical structures, vocabulary, phonetics,
and pragmatic strategies that allow them to convey meaning clearly in real communicative
contexts. Emotional elements such as motivation, self-efficacy, and communication
apprehension play a vital role in determining how effectively learners can use the language in
oral or written interactions (Horwitz, 2017).
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The social and cultural dimensions emphasize that language is not merely a linguistic system
but a key medium for transmitting messages, values, norms, and identities that shape
communication patterns within specific communities (Byram, 2021). In the era of
globalization, language proficiency is increasingly oriented towards intercultural and digital
communication. Mastery of multiple languages is no longer solely for accessing information
or career opportunities but serves as a means of building social networks and interpersonal
relationships across cultural boundaries (Canale & Swain, 1980).

Adults engaged in lifelong learning often require a second or foreign language for professional
communication, international collaboration, and global social participation. Digital
technologies, online learning platforms, and virtual communication demand a more flexible
and collaborative approach to language learning that prioritizes communicative competence
in authentic contexts.

Traditional teacher-centered pedagogy, however, often fails to meet these needs. The
andragogical theory proposed by Knowles (1980) provides a more suitable framework,
emphasizing learner autonomy, experience as a learning resource, and orientation toward
practical communication and problem solving. These principles enable adult learners to
develop communicative competence beyond academic boundaries—extending to social,
professional, and cultural domains.

Recent research confirms the growing relevance of andragogy in language and
communication learning. For instance, St. Clair and Kapplinger (2024) argue that adults’ need
to understand why they are learning and their focus on real-life applications are crucial in
developing communicative competence. Thus, understanding andragogy as a foundation for
language learning not only enhances linguistic skills but also strengthens social
communication in a globalized context.

Application of Andragogical Theory in Language and Communication Learning

The application of andragogical theory in language education emphasizes learning as a
dynamic, self-directed, and experience-based process that enables adults to acquire
communicative competence relevant to real-life contexts. Grounded in Knowles’ (1980) six
andragogical assumptions, effective language instruction for adults prioritizes experience,
autonomy, practicality, and communication development, fostering learning that is
personally meaningful and contextually authentic.

Experience as a Learning Resource

Adult learners possess a wealth of experiences derived from their social, professional, and
cultural lives, which can serve as valuable resources for language learning. Unlike younger
learners, adults interpret new knowledge through the lens of their existing experiences,
thereby creating deeper conceptual and emotional connections. For example, an adult
employed in the tourism industry may associate new vocabulary and communicative
expressions with authentic workplace interactions involving clients or travelers. This
experiential linkage strengthens memory retention, enhances situational understanding, and
fosters pragmatic language use. According to Lisnawati and Ruslan (2024), learning grounded
in lived experiences promotes contextual and meaningful engagement, allowing learners to
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internalize linguistic knowledge that is directly applicable to their communicative
environments.

Self-Directed Learning

A key tenet of andragogy is the promotion of learner autonomy, where adults assume
responsibility for planning, monitoring, and evaluating their own learning. Self-directed
learning empowers learners to set personal objectives, control their pace, and select learning
strategies that align with their needs and professional aspirations. The proliferation of mobile
learning applications such as Duolingo, Memrise, and Busuu, alongside massive open online
courses (MOQCs), exemplifies how technology supports self-regulated language learning.
Through these platforms, learners can practice speaking, listening, reading, and writing at
their convenience, integrating language practice into their daily routines. St. Clair and
Kapplinger (2024) note that self-directed learning enhances intrinsic motivation and
encourages continuous engagement, as learners perceive a direct link between their language
competence and real-world communicative success.

Problem-Based Learning

Problem-based learning (PBL) aligns closely with the adult learner’s orientation toward
problem-solving and practical application. In language education, PBL strategies immerse
learners in tasks that replicate authentic communicative challenges—such as composing
business emails, negotiating in multilingual meetings, or resolving customer service issues.
These tasks require learners to mobilize linguistic, cognitive, and social skills collaboratively,
reinforcing both fluency and critical thinking. For instance, learners might be asked to design
dialogue scripts for international conferences or role-play professional interactions. As
Figueroa and Jung (2025) emphasize, integrating virtual reality (VR) simulations in PBL
environments enhances engagement and intercultural sensitivity by situating learners within
realistic, interactive communicative contexts. Such experiential immersion bridges the gap
between classroom learning and real-world application, a core objective of andragogical
design.

Collaborative Learning

Collaboration is an essential component of andragogical practice, as adults learn effectively
through social interaction, peer exchange, and reflective dialogue. Collaborative learning
activities—such as group discussions, peer review sessions, and online forums—enable
learners to co-construct knowledge and refine communication skills through active
participation. This social dimension not only promotes linguistic fluency but also nurtures
empathy, cultural awareness, and respect for diverse perspectives. Arutmayanti and Hiryanto
(2023) highlight that collaborative communication fosters intercultural competence, allowing
learners to negotiate meaning, resolve misunderstandings, and develop confidence in
intercultural contexts. Moreover, peer collaboration creates an inclusive and supportive
learning atmosphere that mirrors authentic communicative situations in the workplace and
society.

Integration of Technology

Technology functions as a transformative enabler of adult language learning by expanding
opportunities for interaction, engagement, and personalization. The integration of blended
learning models, gamified activities, and e-learning platforms facilitates continuous practice
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across formal, professional, and social domains. Interactive features such as real-time
feedback, Al-driven pronunciation analysis, and virtual discussion rooms enhance learners’
confidence and communicative readiness. Mansour, Ravindran, and Lee (2024) assert that
post-pandemic digital advancements have revolutionized adult education by democratizing
access to high-quality language resources and fostering sustained engagement through
virtual communities of practice. Technological integration thus aligns with andragogical
principles by providing flexibility, learner autonomy, and diverse pathways for mastering
communication.

Collectively, these approaches illustrate how the andragogical framework transforms
language learning into a learner-centered, experiential, and context-driven process. By
integrating experience, autonomy, problem-solving, collaboration, and technology, educators
can design programs that not only fulfill adults” immediate communication needs but also
cultivate lifelong skills in intercultural competence, adaptability, and self-directed learning. In
a globalized world characterized by digital communication and cross-cultural collaboration,
andragogical strategies represent a vital pathway toward empowering adult learners to
communicate effectively and meaningfully.

Six Key Assumptions of Adult Learning According to Malcolm Knowles’ Andragogical
Theory

Need to know Motivation
ASSUMPTIONS to learn
OF ADULT
LEARNING
Self-concept
Learning
orientation
Adult learner Readiness
experience to learn

Picture 1 illustrates the six key assumptions of adult learning according to Malcolm Knowles’
Andragogical Theory. The following provides a brief explanation of each assumption
1. Need to Know
Adults need to understand why they are learning something before they are willing to
engage in learning.
2. Self-Concept
Adult learners see themselves as responsible, independent individuals capable of
directing their own learning.
3. Adult Learner Experience
Adults bring a broad range of life experiences that serve as an important resource in the
learning process.
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4. Readiness to Learn
Adults are more ready to learn when the knowledge or skills are closely related to their
social or professional roles.
5. Orientation of Learning
Adults prefer learning that is problem-centered and practical, with immediate
applicability.
6. Motivation to Learn
While external motivators are relevant, adults are primarily driven by intrinsic
motivation, such as personal interest, goals, and self-development.
This model is highly useful for designing training sessions, workshops, and courses tailored
specifically for adult learners.

Challenges in Implementation

Despite the clear advantages of applying andragogical principles in language and
communication learning, various challenges continue to impede their effective
implementation. These obstacles often stem from contextual, technological, pedagogical, and
psychological factors that interact in complex ways.

One of the most pressing barriers is time constraint, which remains a recurrent issue among
adult learners. As highlighted by Brookfield (2023), adult learners frequently juggle multiple
roles and responsibilities — including employment, family obligations, and social
commitments — that compete for their time and energy. This limited availability often
restricts their ability to engage consistently in study routines, attend synchronous
communication sessions, or participate in collaborative learning activities. Consequently,
irregular participation may hinder language retention and slow the development of
communicative competence.

Another significant challenge concerns technological literacy and access. Although the
integration of digital tools has expanded learning opportunities, it has simultaneously
revealed disparities in technological proficiency among adult learners. Mansour, Ravindran,
and Lee (2024) note that while some adults exhibit strong digital fluency and can navigate
learning management systems with ease, others encounter difficulties in performing
fundamental tasks such as logging into virtual classrooms, accessing resources, or using
communication tools effectively. These disparities not only disrupt the learning flow but also
contribute to frustration and disengagement, particularly for learners who perceive
technology as an additional obstacle rather than a support mechanism.

From a pedagogical standpoint, traditional curriculum structures often pose incompatibilities
with adult learners’ needs and learning orientations. Many language programs continue to
rely on rote memorization, grammar drills, and standardized assessments that do not align
with adults’ preference for practical, goal-oriented, and problem-solving activities.
Arutmayanti and Hiryanto (2023) argue that effective adult language curricula should instead
emphasize authentic communicative experiences, such as role-playing, professional
dialogues, and task-based learning that mirror real-world scenarios. The absence of such
meaningful engagement can lead to reduced motivation and limit learners’ ability to transfer
classroom knowledge to real-life communication contexts.
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A further obstacle relates to motivation and emotional resilience. Although adults are
generally driven by intrinsic motivation — such as personal growth, career advancement, or
intercultural communication — their motivation is not always stable. As St. Clair and
Kapplinger (2024) observe, factors like occupational stress, self-efficacy, and previous
negative learning experiences can undermine persistence and confidence. Moreover, adult
learners are highly sensitive to the perceived relevance of the learning process; when content
appears disconnected from their professional or social communication needs, motivation
tends to wane significantly.

In light of these challenges, effective implementation of andragogy in language and
communication education requires a holistic support system. Institutions must provide
flexible scheduling and asynchronous learning options to accommodate adults’ time
limitations, integrate digital literacy training to ensure equitable access, and redesign
curricula around communicative competence and authentic interaction. Equally important is
the establishment of motivational reinforcement strategies, such as mentorship, peer
support, and contextualized feedback, to sustain learners’ engagement and confidence
throughout their learning journey.

Future Directions

The future of andragogy-based language learning is being shaped by rapid technological
innovation, evolving social contexts, and increasing global interconnectedness. To remain
relevant and effective, adult language education must continue to integrate advanced digital
tools, emphasize adaptability to learners’ diverse realities, and foster inclusivity that
transcends geographic and cultural boundaries.

A central direction for advancement lies in technological integration and personalization. The
emergence of artificial intelligence (Al), virtual reality (VR), and adaptive learning systems
offers unprecedented potential to tailor instruction to individual learners’ profiles. According
to Figueroa and Jung (2025), these technologies can analyze learning patterns and
communication behaviors in real time, allowing systems to adapt content difficulty, provide
immediate feedback, and simulate authentic communicative environments. For example, VR-
based platforms can immerse learners in realistic workplace meetings, intercultural
dialogues, or travel scenarios, thereby strengthening both linguistic competence and socio-
pragmatic awareness. Similarly, Al-driven conversational agents can offer continuous
interaction and corrective feedback beyond classroom boundaries, facilitating lifelong,
autonomous learning.

The role of educators in this evolving landscape is also undergoing significant transformation.
As Brookfield (2023) observes, teachers in the andragogical paradigm are no longer mere
transmitters of linguistic knowledge; instead, they act as communication facilitators and
learning designers. Their focus increasingly lies in guiding learners to develop interpersonal,
professional, and intercultural competencies through reflective and collaborative practices.
This shift demands that educators acquire advanced digital literacy, intercultural sensitivity,
and an understanding of adult motivational psychology to effectively mediate between
technological tools and learners’ communicative goals.
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In addition, flexibility and inclusivity will remain fundamental principles in the design of future
andragogical programs. St. Clair and Kapplinger (2024) emphasize that adult learners come
from highly diverse professional, cultural, and linguistic backgrounds, each with unique
communicative needs and constraints. Therefore, learning platforms must provide modular,
self-paced pathways that accommodate different time zones, occupational schedules, and
learning preferences. Such adaptability not only sustains motivation but also aligns language
learning with the principles of lifelong education and global communication relevance.

Another key direction involves promoting intercultural communicative competence (ICC) as a
core objective. Arutmayanti and Hiryanto (2023) argue that language learning in the 21st
century must go beyond linguistic accuracy to include understanding and negotiation of
cultural norms, values, and communication styles. Future programs should therefore
incorporate simulated and collaborative global learning experiences, such as intercultural
exchanges, virtual conferences, and project-based interactions between learners from
different regions. These approaches cultivate empathy, cross-cultural awareness, and global
citizenship—competencies that are essential for navigating today’s multilingual and
multicultural professional landscapes.

In summary, the future of andragogy in language and communication learning depends on
synergizing technology, pedagogy, and inclusivity. By leveraging intelligent systems,
reimagining educators’ roles, and fostering globally oriented communicative competence,
andragogy will continue to evolve as a dynamic, learner-centered framework that empowers
adults to engage meaningfully in the interconnected world of the Fourth Industrial
Revolution.

Conclusion

Andragogical theory provides a comprehensive and robust foundation for designing effective
language and communication learning frameworks for adult learners. Rooted in Malcolm
Knowles’ six core principles—namely the need to know, self-concept, learner experience,
readiness to learn, orientation to problem-solving, and intrinsic motivation—the theory
highlights that adults learn most effectively when learning is autonomous, experiential, and
relevant to their real-life contexts. These principles transform the learning process from
passive knowledge acquisition into active, meaningful engagement, allowing learners to
connect linguistic structures with authentic communicative purposes. Consequently, adult
language learning becomes not only a cognitive process but also a socially and professionally
situated practice that enhances their communicative agency and global participation.

The implementation of andragogical principles has shown tangible benefits in enhancing
intrinsic motivation, fostering self-directed learning, and building communicative
competence. Through learner-centered strategies such as problem-based learning,
collaborative dialogue, and experiential activities, adult learners develop stronger
interpersonal and professional communication skills. Moreover, as Arutmayanti and Hiryanto
(2023) emphasize, the integration of intercultural perspectives within andragogical
frameworks enables learners to develop intercultural communicative competence, a crucial
skill for navigating linguistic and cultural diversity in the era of globalization. In this regard,
language learning becomes a medium for empowerment—enabling adults to engage
confidently and ethically across cultural and professional boundaries.
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Despite these strengths, challenges persist in the practical realization of andragogical
approaches. Time constraints, technological disparities, and fluctuating motivation continue
to impede consistent engagement in learning (Brookfield, 2023). However, these barriers can
be effectively mitigated through the design of flexible curricula, inclusive learning
environments, and technology-enhanced instruction. The incorporation of digital platforms,
blended learning, and peer collaboration not only broadens access but also sustains learner
motivation through interactive and personalized learning experiences. Thus, the alignment of
andragogical principles with modern educational technology ensures both scalability and
sustainability of adult language programs.

Looking ahead, the integration of Artificial Intelligence (Al), Virtual Reality (VR), and adaptive
learning technologies will play a pivotal role in redefining the future of adult language
education (Figueroa & Jung, 2025). These innovations allow for real-time assessment,
immersive simulations, and tailored instruction that meet the evolving communication needs
of adult learners in professional and multicultural settings. Correspondingly, the role of
educators must continue to evolve—from being traditional instructors to becoming
facilitators, mentors, and communication coaches who guide learners in applying linguistic
skills across authentic contexts of use (Brookfield, 2023). This paradigm shift reinforces the
learner’s autonomy and positions educators as enablers of lifelong learning.

Ultimately, language learning grounded in andragogical theory transcends the conventional
focus on grammar and vocabulary. It cultivates lifelong communicators who can adapt,
collaborate, and interact meaningfully within an increasingly interconnected and multilingual
world. By uniting theory, practice, and technology, andragogy not only supports adults’
academic and professional advancement but also nurtures the communicative competence,
cultural awareness, and critical thinking necessary for active participation in a globalized
society.

Acknowledgement
This project was supported by Universiti Sultan Zainal Abidin (UniSZA) under Internal Grant
(UniSZA/2023/DPU 2.0/01/RD055)

References

Arutmayanti, D., & Hiryanto, H. (2023). Collaborative learning in adult language education:
Cultural and communicative perspectives. Journal of Language Pedagogy, 45(2), 122—
138.

Brookfield, S. (2023). Understanding adult learning: Critical perspectives in theory and
practice. Routledge.

Byram, M. (2021). Teaching and assessing intercultural communicative competence.
Multilingual Matters.

Canale, M., & Swain, M. (1980). Theoretical bases of communicative approaches to second
language teaching and testing. Applied Linguistics, 1(1), 1-47.

Figueroa, R., & Jung, H. (2025). Virtual reality in adult education: Enhancing communication
through simulation. International Journal of Educational Technology, 31(1), 50-66.
Horwitz, E. K. (2017). Becoming a language teacher: A practical guide to second language

learning and teaching. Pearson.

1193



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN BUSINESS AND SOCIAL SCIENCES

Vol. 15, No. 11, 2025, E-ISSN: 2222-6990 © 2025

Knowles, M. S. (1980). The modern practice of adult education: From pedagogy to andragogy.
Cambridge Books.

Lisnawati, E., & Ruslan, A. (2024). Experience-based learning in adult second language
acquisition. Journal of Applied Linguistics and Adult Education, 18(3), 202—-217.

Mansour, A., Ravindran, S., & Lee, J. (2024). Digital transformation in post-pandemic adult
education. Computers & Education, 192, 104678.

St. Clair, R., & Kapplinger, B. (2024). Revisiting andragogy: Theory, research, and practice in
adult learning. Adult Education Quarterly, 74(2), 87-102.

1194



