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Abstract 

The quest for quality assurance in the country’s higher education system has 
been an issue of major concern to all stakeholders in the field of education. 
This has led to series of accreditation exercises carried out by the Nigerian 
University Commission (NUC), in Nigerian universities to ensure that both 
human and material resources are relevant and adequate.  Similarly post 
graduate programmes in the university are not devoid of evaluation in terms 
of teaching methodology and adequacy of learning resources. For the fact 
that the recipients of post graduate programmes are adults who are 
characterized with sensitive personalities, it becomes imperative to apply the 
principle of andragogy for effective learning to take place. This paper 
therefore focussed on the concept of adult learner, characteristics of post 
graduate students and prevalent methodology of teaching post graduate 
students. The paper therefore examined the principles of andragogy as 
conditions for facilitating adult learning for quality assurance in higher 
education.  

 
Post graduate programmes are academic programmes provided for individuals 

who completed their first degree programmes (bachelor’s degree) with good grade in a 
related field of study. It normally leads to the award of post graduate diplomas, masters 
and doctors of philosophy respectively to the recipients depending on their areas of 
specializations. Post graduate studies are more often than not pursued by graduates who 
have passion for further studies. Most of them are fully fledged adults shouldering 
social and economic responsibilities in several capacities. As a result of this, factors 
that border on their physiological, psychological and social characteristics influence 
their learning experiences. When this is juxtaposed with pedagogical mode of learning, 
the post graduate student’s zeal and intrinsic motivation is usually affected. Hence, the 
urgent need, to ensure qualitative education by applying the principles of andragogy 
with a view to helping these adult learners to learn better.  
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Who is an Adult Learner? 
 According to Nzeneri (2008) an adult is a person who is physically and 
psychologically mature. He is one who is socially, economically and politically 
responsible. This implies that maturity and ability to shoulder responsibilities in many 
dimensions portrays one as an adult in the society. An adult owes responsibility to 
himself, family, colleagues in the office, community and the generality of the public. 
Hence, one may say that an adult learner is a mature and responsible individual who is 
acquiring new knowledge or skill. His acquisition of knowledge, skills, attitudes and 
values may take place in a formal, informal or non-formal setting. Hence the post 
graduate student is an adult learner in a formal learning environment. 
 

Parasuraman,  Muniapan, Koren& Jones (2008), Ireland (n.d) and Durham 
(2012) asserted that adults are motivated to learn by the following factors among 
others: personal development purposes, e.g. communication or financial management 
skills; professional advancement, e.g. upgrading of skills to enhance employability or 
change of careers; meeting employment expectations; bringing additional skills to the 
workplace; resolving personal problems, e.g. conflict resolution; 
facilitate/accommodate life changes, e.g. retirement or parenting, stimulation and 
escape and for cognitive interest. In the same vein, Adult Education Center in Russell 
(2006), asserted that the reason, most adults enter any learning experience is to create 
change. This could encompass a change in (a) their skills (b) behavior (c) knowledge 
level (d) or even their attitudes towards things. The implication of the above assertions 
is that adults have clearly defined goals/objectives which motivate them to enroll into 
any learning programme. Hence recipients of post graduate programmes are 
intrinsically motivated. Each of them has a need/goal he/she intends to attain through 
such programme unlike children who go to school because their parents’/guardians’ 
want them to.   
 
Characteristics of Post Graduate Students 
          Post graduate students as earlier implicated are characterized with sensitive 
personalities as a result of diverse experiences acquired in the multifarious roles they 
play as adults. These include social roles as spouse, father/mother, uncle/aunt, 
executive /ordinary member of many organizations; economic roles of shouldering 
financial responsibilities of self and others and cultural roles among others. In addition, 
the post graduate student’s personality is equally shaped by experiences in work 
environment, positive/negative previous learning experiences, and his/her personal self 
concept. These experiences distinguish the post graduate student from other categories 
of students.  
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              It is worthy to note that post graduate students may have some degrees of 
heterogeneity due to diversification in terms of age, life experiences, physical 
structures, family upbringing, and temperament, socio-economic and political 
interest. However In spite of the heterogeneity, among individual post graduate 
students, they still share certain characteristics in common which make them 
unique learners. Ugwuegbu (2003), Nzeneri (2008) and Ezimah (2009) agreed that 
adults possess the following characteristics which by implication are also 
applicable to post graduate students. These include; accumulated life experiences, 
intrinsically motivated, autonomous, self directed, practical, goal/relevancy 
oriented, time conscious, in need of recognition, logistic consideration among 
others. 

- Adults have accumulated life experiences. They enter into learning programme 
with experiences and knowledge in diverse areas. Post graduate students are 
enriched not only by formal acquisition of knowledge from primary to university 
education but also by exposure to life events. Hence they are realistic and have 
insight of most subject matters. They relate new facts to past experiences and enjoy 
having their talents and knowledge explored in a teaching situation.  

- Post graduate students are intrinsically motivated. The need for personal 
development and professional advancement constitute the major reasons why post 
graduate students register for such programme. The desperate need for promotion 
in office or to secure a better job serves as innate driving force for the attainment of 
higher degrees.  

- They are autonomous and self-directed. Post graduate students are self-reliant 
learners and prefer to work at their own pace and convenience. As voluntary 
learners they detest coercion. This explains why some PG students spend more 
years than others in completing the post graduate programme.  

- Post graduate students are practical and problem solvers. They are more inclined to 
work that have immediate and direct application to their objectives. Most of them 
needed the post graduate certificate for immediate promotion/proper placement in 
their places of work.  

- Adults are goal oriented/relevancy oriented. The post graduate students have needs 
that are concrete and immediate. Hence the programme being run has to be relevant 
to that immediate need. They may be impatient and might withdraw if the goal is 
taking too long to be attained.  

-  Post graduate students are sometimes tired when they attend classes. Many of them 
are combining domestic work, office work, family responsibilities and classes. 
They therefore appreciate varied teaching methods that add interest and a sense of 
livelihood to the class.   

- Post graduate students learn best in a democratic, participatory and collaborative 
environment. They enjoy active involvement in a learning environment, hence 
being lectured at, breeds resentment and frustration. 
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- Post graduate students seek recognition. Most of them occupy honorable positions 
in the society and may showcase their status in the class.Hence they feel offended 
at the slightest provocation from a lecturer. They are more relaxed in an informal 
setting than in a tensed learning environment.  

 
Prevalent Method of Teaching Post Graduate Students 
         Post graduate studies in Nigerian universities are normally carried out through 
course work and research. In the same vein, the learning experiences and mode of 
delivery is determined by the institution in line with the guideline from the National 
University Commission. Lending credence to this assertion, Pew (2007) noted that the 
underlying philosophies of the architects of higher education, whether at the graduate 
or undergraduate levels, determine the types of experiences that students will encounter 
in the classroom.  
 

It may be of interest to note that the course work is delivered adopting more of 
the pedagogical mode of learning (lecture method given a primacy of place) than that of 
andragogy.  Pew (2007) opined that in the pedagogic model, teachers assume 
responsibility for making decisions about what is learned, and how and when 
something will be learned. It is teacher-directed or teacher-centred. He further stressed 
that the educational focus is on transmitting, in a very teacher-controlled environment, 
the content subject matter. This might be linked to the formal structure of the post 
graduate programme. It is marked with rigid programmes and lacked flexibility in 
programme delivery and assessment especially in traditional written examinations 
which constitute barriers to adult learners.  
 

 According to Henschke and Cooper (2006) difficulty arises when pedagogical 
methods and practices are applied in whole or in part to situations that require 
andragogical dynamics. They asserted that a misunderstanding or misapplication of 
these critical issues may result in situational, temporary, or unsustainable models of 
motivation that guide lifelong learners and perhaps undermine the entire process of 
student motivation. This implies that the adult learners might not achieve much in a 
learning programme which fails to consider the unique characteristics of adults in its 
mode of delivery. The characteristics of post graduate students as discussed above, 
from all indication is not a good match with pedagogy.  
 
Principles of Andragogy  
  The most celebrated theory which upholds adult learning is Malcon Knowles 
theory of andragogy. Knowles (1970:38) cited in Nzereri (2008) asserted that 
andragogy is the art and science of helping adults to learn. This theory (andragogy) is 
based on four basic assumptions which indicate that as a person matures:  
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(a) hisself concept moves from  dependent personality to self directed individual.  
(b) he accumulates reservoir of rich experiences which are resources for learning.  
(c) his readiness to learn becomes oriented towards his developmental tasks and 

towards his social roles.  
(d) if his time perspective moves from that of postponed  knowledge to immediate 

application, his orientation to learning moves from one of subject centeredness 
to problem centeredness. 

 
Self-Concept: Prior to adulthood one’s life is usually characterized with dependency 
except in biological function. Learning then becomes more or less a full time affair. 
However, as one advances, one begins to shoulder certain responsibilities that makes 
one independent as one sees oneself as a producer or doer. Knowles in Nzeneri (2008) 
noted that the adult’s self- fulfillment comes from his activities as a worker, a spouse, a 
parent, a citizen. Hence as an adult lives, he acquires a new status both in his own eyes 
and in the eyes of other people. He confidently accepts responsibilities for his actions 
as a self-directing individual.  
 

The implication of this assumption as regards post graduate students is that 
they cannot learn in a hostile learning situation. A post graduate student is autonomous 
and entirely self-directed and would like to be treated accordingly. In the words of 
Ugwuegbu (2003:93) “he should be respected and be allowed to participate in taking 
decision that concerns him”. At this level he won’t like to be handled like a child, being 
talked down to, embarrassed, punished or judged. This assertion is further supported by  
Billington (1988, 2000) who found out the  key factors that helped adult learners grow 
or if absent made them regress and not grow as: a class environment of respect; their 
abilities and life achievements acknowledged; intellectual freedom, self-directed 
learning, experimentation and creativity encouraged; learner treated fairly and as an 
intelligent adult; class is an intellectual challenge; interaction promoted with instructor 
and between students and regular feedback from instructor. 
 
Experience: Adults bring a great deal of background experience and prior learning to 
any new learning process. The adult is very much proud of his experiences and would 
like to showcase it in the learning process. Applying this andragogical assumption to 
post graduate learning situation would mean recognizing and upholding the PG 
student’s experiences in the learning process. The acknowledgment and understanding 
of his experiences validate him as a competent and capable learner. A learning situation 
where the adult’s experience is not being used or its worth being minimized portrays 
the adult as being rejected. 
 
Readiness to Learn: As observed by Ugwuegbu (2003) each adult has a 
developmental task to perform. As he passes through the three phases of life (early 
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adulthood, middle age and late maturity, his social role increases). For instance, an 
adult is a parent, a worker, home maker, son or daughter of an ageing parent, citizen, 
and friend, organization member of religious affiliate and user of leisure time. These 
roles produce learning situations which he needs to perform these development tasks. 
 
 The implication of the above assumption to a post graduate student is that 
learning experience should be tailored towards his needs. The PG student’s readiness to 
learn has more to do with the application of the learning experiences to his social roles 
as enumerated above. As a worker in the office, on the job training should be of 
immediate application to his work environment. This explains why the class is bored 
with continuous lecture on principles and theories rather than practical ideas that are of 
immediate application. 
 
Orientation to Learning: Adult learner has been noted for being problem centered. 
Hence, his orientation to learning is that of immediate application of what is learnt. As 
a pragmatist, he is interested in evaluating how, what he has learnt solved his problem. 
His orientation moves from subject centeredness to problem centeredness. An adult is 
not interested in long discussion on theory that is not of immediate application. 
 
             This implies the use of problem based learning as an improved methodology in 
post graduate studies. Problem-based learning is a teaching methodology that develops 
knowledge, abilities and skills through participation, collaborative investigation and the 
resolution of authentic problems. It relies on clearly defining the focal problem, then 
using teamwork, communication, data collection, decision-making, planning, goal-
setting and reflective analysis to enhance learning (Clarke &Hubball, 2001; 
Gallagher,1997; Stepien& Pike, 1997). 
 

Post graduate studies can be made more effective when the lecturer plays the 
role of a facilitator. Knowles in Knowles, Swanson and Holton (2005 suggested that 
this can be achieved by: 
1. establishing an effective learning climate, where learners feel safe and 

comfortable expressing themselves; 
2. involving learners in mutual planning of relevant methods and curricular content; 
3. involving learners in diagnosing their own needs - this will help to trigger internal 

motivation; 
4. encouraging learners to formulate their own learning objectives - this gives them 

more control of their learning; 
5. encouraging learners to identify resources and devise strategies for using the 

resources to achieve their objectives; 
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6. supporting learners in carrying out their learning plans;  
7. involving learners in evaluating their own learning. 
 
 
Summary 

Post graduate programmes in the universities are evaluated in terms of teaching 
methodology and adequacy of learning resources in order to ensure quality assurance. 
Since the recipients of such programmes are adults   characterized with sensitive 
personalities, it becomes imperative to apply the principle of andragogy for effective 
learning to take place. This paper looked in to the concept of adult learner, 
characteristics of post graduate students and prevalent methodology of teaching post 
graduate students. The paper examined the principles of andragogy as conditions for 
facilitating adult learning for quality assurance in higher education.  
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