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ADULT LEARNING AND COMPOSITION INSTRUCTION

According to the Census Bureau figures for 1980, 34.3 percent of the
students currently enrolled in higher education are over twenty-five years
old. Compared to 1972, that figure represents a 20 percénl increase in men
over twenty-five and over a 100 percent increase in women over twenty-
five.! At many schools, such as the state university in| Southern Idaho at
which I last taught, the percentage of older students is even higher.
According to the director of institutional research, over SO percent of the
student population is over twenty-five years old, and only 15 percent of
the entering freshman class can be considered "traditional,” i.e. students
who have entered college full-time directly after graduation from high .
school.?

Yet even with this large population of adult learners |enrolled in college
campuses across the country, little has been done to address the needs of
adult learners. This is certainly true in the literature on composition
instruction, which has given scant attention to the specific needs of this
population.

Part of the problem, I suspect, is that teachers see nol reason to separate
the way adults learn from the way adolescents and chilgren learn. Indeed,
predominant models for learning at all levels have genei illy been based on
assumptions about adolescent and child learning.3 Comimon sense would
say that adults as well as adolescents and children share many of the same
problems when they sit down to write. All suffer anxiety about their writ-
ing; all often do not know what they want to say; all imust learn simple
skills before they learn complex ones; all suffer problems that can be
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