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Abstract 
In this paper, the author discusses two tenets of online learning: andragogy and learner engage-
ment. What are the foundational principles of these educational practices? In light of the discussed 
foundational principles, the author examines various techniques which educators could use in 
order to help online learners succeed in the often-stressful environment. Ultimately, educators 
want learners to reach the pinnacle of Bloom’s Taxonomy pyramid; by following the suggestions 
presented in this paper, educators will help learners accomplish this objective. Yet, more research 
is needed in this area. Therefore, the recommendation is for further study in the relationship be-
tween andragogy and the varied mesh of ideas associated with meaningfulness and engagement. 
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1. Introduction 
Rear Admiral Grace Hopper once made a comment that forgiveness is easier to obtain than permission (Rolfe, 
2012). Yet, with respect to Rear Admiral Hopper, if the behavior in question is done with good intention, has 
merit, and has possible benefit to people, organizations, or situations, asking for forgiveness should not be ne-
cessary (Rolfe, 2012). It might indeed seem strange that this paper on online learning began with a quote nearly 
30 years ago from a military woman who was heavily involved in computers and computer coding. Yet, there is 
something that may be learned from this statement. In this paper, I hope to present two widely discussed (Bourke, 
2014; Zhang & Zheng, 2013) practices of online learning: andragogy and engagement. In the cases where em-
ploying those practices is not possible, I suggest ways that an educator could and should modify his or her les-
sons to help and accommodate learners. In such situations, to paraphrase Rear Admiral Hopper, in an attempt to 
correct the situation, it is easier to make decisions that are contrary to the accepted, standard practices rather 
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than adhere to those practices and possibly fail. 

2. Literature Review 
With the increase of post-secondary online learning (Allen & Seaman, 2010, 2013) in the United States and 
worldwide coupled with the desire of university administrators to increase revenues for their schools by reduc-
ing costs (Aslanian & Clinefelter, 2012; Chau, 2010) and increasing enrollment (Mulvenon & Robertson, 2014; 
Selingo, Carey, & Pennington, 2013), it behooves educators and administrators to understand online learning 
and its associated concepts. With online learning, adult learners who are not able to be on campus but want to 
further their education will be able to learn at a time and place convenient for them (Aslanian & Clinefelter, 
2012). Because learners no longer need to travel to a campus to take a class, they are more able to learn any-
where and at anytime (Diaz, 2010; Islam, Rahman, Malib, Uddin, & Bashir, 2014; Mallinson & Krull, 2013).  

2.1. Andragogy 
One important element of online learning is andragogy. Though andragogy might be termed an adult learning 
theory (Bakar, 2013; Henschke, 2010)—Knowles (1980) referred to it as a “model of assumptions” (p. 43)— 
elements of it are equally applicable to learners who are not adults. Regardless of how educational theorists de-
fine andragogy, five tenets are clearly present: 1) the self-management of learning, 2) the empowerment of lear- 
ners leading to increased motivation, 3) the reliance on life experiences of learners to aid with their learning, 4) 
the objectives of learners for taking the course, and 5) the practical, real-world solutions to problems encoun-
tered in the course. Each of these elements will be briefly discussed in turn. 

The first subcategory of andragogy deals with self-management of learning. In traditional classroom learning 
environments, students often sit passively and listen to the professor lecture from the front of the classroom. In 
an online environment, however, students must be more active in their knowledge acquisition. In addition, they 
must realize that the educator is no longer the single person who holds the knowledge. When students take re-
sponsibility for their own learning, they become active (Knowles, 1980) consumers in their learning; they be-
come self-directed (Coole & Watts, 2009; Knowles, 1975). Through self-direction, based on their individual 
needs (Prabjandee & Inthachot, 2013), learners decide how fast or slow they will learn, when they wish to study, 
and in what direction their learning will proceed (Knowles, 1975, 1980).  

Closely tied to the idea of self-management is the second idea of andragogy—empowerment leading to moti-
vation. By being self-directed, learners feel empowered. Such a feeling, in turn, drives learners to learn more 
(Lebedev & Fedoseyeva, 2009). Further, with this feeling of empowerment, learners are more motivated—es- 
pecially in an online, asynchronous environment—to study anywhere and at anytime (Diaz, 2010).  

The third subcategory of andragogy deals with life experiences. Learners have life experiences that prove 
highly valuable in a class based on andragogic principles. Such experiences form the figurative hooks onto 
which learners could place the new knowledge (Hedin, 2010; Mezirow, 2000). By creating these cognitive con-
nections (McGrath, 2009) to previous knowledge, learners make the acquisition process easier. Further, because 
learning is self-directed in an andragogic classroom, these hooks and connections are vital to learner success; 
they aid the acquisition process, increase learner motivation, and help increase the desire to learn.  

The relationship between the hooks that the educator illuminates to the student, the learners’ motivation, and 
the desire to learn further is seen in Figure 1. The hooks lead the learner to feel that he or she can relate to the 
material more effortlessly thereby making the subject matter easier to internalize. Because this internalization is 
easier, learners perceive themselves to have a greater subject matter competence. A direct benefit of the in-
creased confidence is the intensified enjoyment of the subject matter (Bennett & Monds, 2008). These motiva-  
 

 
Figure 1. Relationship between educational hooks, learner motivation, and learner desire.    
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tional indicators (Bennett & Monds, 2008) propel learners to want to do the work, which, in turn, leads to the 
increase in “intrinsic motivation” (Evans, Hartman, & Anderson, 2013: p. 48). When educators look at online 
learning through an andragogic lens, it is easy to see that a tight connection exists between “motivation and 
learning” (Savicevic, 2008: p. 364). 

The fourth subcategory of andragogy deals with learner objectives. What does the learner hope to gain from 
taking the class at this particular time? The connection between learner objectives and motivation is strong 
(McGrath, 2009). If learners are motivated to acquire specific knowledge, they will do so. However, learners 
want and need to understand how the class information will benefit them (McGrath, 2009) in order to grow (Gu-
tierrez, Baralt, & Shuck, 2010). Without such knowledge, learners may not be ready to learn and internalize the 
necessary subject matter. In order to accomplish the goal of relating the subject matter to the lives of the learners, 
educators need to understand the scholastic objectives and motivational targets of the learners. Such under-
standing requires that learners and educator interact with each other (Chan, 2010) more than might generally be 
done in a traditional class where pedagogical principles govern the class. 

The fifth and final element of andragogy deals with practical solutions to problems. The opportunity to ad-
dress real-world situations in an andragogic learning environment is essential (Horsley, 2010; Zipp, Cahill, & 
Clark, 2009). When learners realize that they need some specific knowledge acquired from solving a real-world 
issue, their level of motivation increases. In addition, when learners address real-world concerns (Wang & Chen, 
2009), their penchant for learning (Lebedev & Fedoseyeva, 2009) the subject matter increases. Clearly, then, a 
strong tie exists between learner objectives and the solutions to real-world problems. 

2.2. Meaningfulness and Engagement 
The process of acquiring knowledge is multifaceted and multilayered. Several educational theorists (Gutierrez, 
Baralt, & Shuck, 2010) have explained that numerous components comprise learning. One of these elements is 
interaction. Engagement happens either between course members or when a course member interacts with the 
course material. Ideally, both would happen simultaneously for maximum benefit (Chametzky, 2013a). The 
four-quadrant figure presented by Chametzky (2013a) demonstrates clearly how peer interaction and course 
material involvement work together to allow learners to develop deeper learning—acquisition of in-depth, mea-
ningful learning built into pre-existing knowledge. Learners must interact with one another as well as with the 
course material in order for acquisition to be meaningful (Chametzky, 2013a). To interact solely with peers is to 
acquire the course information via a third-party; to interact solely with the textbook or course materials is to re-
strict the depth at which learning could and should take place.  

In addition to the development of deeper learning, when learners are engaged with the subject material learn-
ers have a greater sense of satisfaction and development (Gutierrez, Baralt, & Shuck, 2010). Anyone who might 
question this concept need only recall the Chinese proverb “Tell me and I forget. Teach me and I may remember. 
Involve me and I will understand” (Chametzky & Shaw, 2009: p. 4) to understand being actively engaged in 
doing something aids in acquisition. Perišić (2012) summed the need for and requirement of interaction by opi- 
ning that if engagement were not present, learning would not take place. While it might be debatable whether 
learning would occur, what is more certain is that engagement is a motivator for students to learn (Schullery, 
2013); without it, learning is not able to have value (Wlodkowski, 2008).  

It is precisely with the idea of value that the term meaningfulness is applicable and has significance. On the 
surface, the concept of meaningfulness seems like it might be easy to explain: if something is directly meaning-
ful to an individual person (Ennis, 2013), it has, in a certain philosophical sense, relevance and worthwhileness, 
as the words may be thought of as being synonymous one with another (Metz, 2012). Such a definition is accu-
rate but in online learning environment, the term meaningfulness has a deeper significance because of the intri-
cate web of ideas and emotions that exists. In order to understand meaningfulness and why it is important, it is 
valuable to examine beliefs of several educational theorists. 

According to Rothmann and Hamukang’andu (2013), meaningfulness is connected to self-fulfillment. Self- 
fulfillment, in turn, comes in part from motivation and self-efficacy. In other words, if a person does not believe 
in his or her abilities to accomplish a given task, he or she might not be able to accomplish his or her ambitions. 
Such an absence or deficiency of self-fulfillment, in turn, causes a person to become less motivated. Educators 
in an online environment, therefore, must figure out how to make learners motivated in order to achieve self- 
fulfillment and meaningfulness.  
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Rothmann and Hamukang’andu (2013) described meaningfulness in terms of a psychological benefit in which 
people “experience that they are receiving a return on investment of the self in a currency of physical, emotional, 
and/or cognitive rewards” (p. 3). In an online environment where learners must work more independently and 
more actively than in a traditional environment, rewards—whether tangible, affective, or intellectual (Rothmann 
& Hamukang’andu, 2013)—are needed and required for learners to maintain interest in the course material. 

From a cognitive point of view, meaningful information has several benefits for students. When learners are 
engaged with the course materials and with peers, there exists a stronger vested interest in the acquisition of 
knowledge because of the additional connections that are made with the material in the students’ personal lives. 
Additional connections are also made through scaffolding and via opportunities for deeper learning. When 
course material has relevance to learners, they function cognitively in the upper levels of Bloom’s Taxonomy 
(Tsai, 2009). With meaningful learning, too, students are more likely to focus on the resolution of the problem 
or project (Pollock, 2013; Zhou, Yeung, Wang, Wang, & Xiao, 2013) rather than on simply memorizing infor-
mation.  

2.3. What If Andragogical Principles Are Not Present or Cannot Happen? 
For a learner to be able to function in an andragogic learning environment, four sub-doctrines must exist. These 
tenets form an acronym I call SEAR: Learners must be 1) Self-directed or Self-guided, 2) Encouraged, 3) Ac-
customed to learning in an andragogic manner, and 4) Ready to learn in an andragogic style. Sometimes, not 
everyone is ready (Knowles, 1984) to learn via these principles. In situations where learners do not have the 
skills required to learn via andragogic principles, Knowles (1980) recommended using pedagogic principles 
thereby allowing learners to rely on the educator to comprehend the fundamental information (McGrath, 2009). 
Then, at a later date, when the learners are sufficiently prepared, learning via andragogic tenets could happen. 
Knowles (1980) understood that the principles of andragogy must enable learning rather than form a barrier 
(Zhang & Zheng, 2013) thereby preventing or inhibiting learning.  

How might an educator help students become more aware from an andragogic perspective? I offer three ways 
exist to help learners become sufficiently prepared to function in an andragogic educational environment. The 
first element is to ensure that the primary needs of learners are satisfactorily addressed à la Maslow’s Hierarchy 
of Needs (Millheim, 2012). For example, good illustrations of primary needs of learners are safety (Gutierrez, 
Baralt, & Shuck, 2010) and resource availability. Resource availability (Illeris, 2003; Knowles, 1980) and per-
sonal safety must be ensured before learners are able to study and engage in the subject matter.  

A second way to prepare learners for an andragogic environment would be to have educators ask them what 
topics are of interest to them. Then, armed with that knowledge, educators should allow learners to guide their 
studies in that direction. By allowing learners to take a more active role in their education by choosing specific 
areas of study, educators are empowering students. The ideas of empowerment, self-management of learning, 
and, motivation are intertwined so any opportunity an educator has to help learners develop in these areas should 
be taken. Since learners may not be accustomed to being empowered in their education (Stroud, 2013)—perhaps 
because of different cultural experiences (Chan, 2010)—it is advisable that the process of empowerment be done 
gradually.  

A third and final way to prepare learners for a learning environment based on andragogic principles would be 
to develop the course plan around real-world problems and their practical solutions. While it might not be prac-
tical to redesign an entire course around authentic problem-based learning and their solutions, it should be poss-
ible, and relatively easy, for educators to structure units or activities with this objective in mind. I offer here 
three brief yet diverse examples of real-world problems and solutions.  

The first example is in the area of world languages. In a lower-level language class, an educator might inform 
the students that each of them will be on a job interview at the end of the semester and must be able to talk about 
themselves in the target (that is, foreign) language. Immediately following the initial greeting, what questions 
might be asked by prospective employers during a job interview? And, how might learners answer those ques-
tions? Because most job interviews begin with the casual “Tell me about yourself” type request, learners have an 
opportunity to see the real-world usefulness when they talk about their likes, dislikes, education, or family 
members. A second task might come from an accounting class where learners must balance a budget and thus 
discover the necessary elements to accomplish the task successfully. Finally, a third example comes from a ma-
thematics class where you, the student, are going to meet an old friend whom you have not seen in many years. 
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The meeting location will be at a nearby town 45 miles away from your home. Your friend lives 200 miles away 
and will be taking a train that travels at 55 miles per hour. You will be driving your car on roads where the speed 
limit is 65 miles per hour. At what time will you need to leave your home in order to meet your friend at the 
train station?  

In each of these scenarios, educators employ real-world situations based on specific tasks (Chowdhury, 2014). 
The objective of learners is to determine what information and knowledge are needed to solve the real-world 
problems. When learners see the real-world practicality of these tasks and solutions—especially if there is re-
levance to their lives—the level of motivation and interaction with the course material increases. 

2.4. How Could Meaningfulness and Engagement Be Increased? 
Learner engagement with the course material depends on several factors, not the least of which are motivation 
and meaningfulness. With minimum engagement—as in solely reading the course textbook without peer interac-
tion—motivation would possibly be reduced. I say possibly because other variables may come into play that are 
heretofore unknown and are outside the scope of this paper. In order to have maximum student engagement with 
the subject material and with peers, educators must make the material relevant and personally meaningful to the 
learners; only then will their motivation to participate increase (Ray, Faure, & Kelle, 2013).  

In order to increase engagement, and by extension meaningfulness, an educator would need to make certain 
modifications to several components of the class. One way to increase meaningfulness is through relevance of 
the course materials. If learners are able to relate the new material to some aspect of their lives, relevance and 
meaningfulness will be increased. Similarly, if the course material has personal relevance and importance to 
learners, learners will acquire the information more easily than if it had no direct benefit to their lives (Kazem-
pour, 2009). Conversely, when material is not sufficiently meaningful to learners, they may easily lose interest 
or exhibit only surface learning—knowledge useful and meant only for the course (Starr-Glass, 2013)—instead 
of deeper learning. 

Another way to increase engagement and thereby increasing meaningfulness is with learner-centered work 
such as collaborative activities. With these types of activities, it is the responsibility of the learners to determine 
how the learning will occur. In addition, it is the responsibility of individual learners how each could help the 
group members acquire the necessary knowledge (Hannafin, Hannafin, & Gabbitas, 2009) in order to complete 
the exercise successfully. One outcome of this type of activity is the opportunity students have to share different 
perspectives of the material with one another. By exchanging ideas as they progress through the exercise, learn-
ers are able to acquire the material more thoroughly (Kaifi, Mujtaba, & Williams, 2009). With a deeper under-
standing of the course material, learners feel that it (the subject matter) has a greater meaningfulness for them. 

Sometimes, however, the idea of participating in a group learning or collaborative experience may cause in-
creased anxiety. Educational researchers (Chametzky, 2013b; Kiliç-Çakmak, Karatas, & Ocak, 2009) know that 
experience and expectation must be aligned with each other or levels of anxiety will increase. Should anxiety 
increase in a learner, behavioral disconnect would ensue. 

In such situations, it would be important for educators to explain that grades for the project would be done 
differently from the way students were perhaps accustomed. For a group collaborative assignment, two sets of 
grades (Palloff & Pratt, 2009) would be given. Peer group members would provide the first grade. The basis for 
this grade would be the effort each person in the group made on the assignment. The second grade would be a 
group grade. As with any assessment, it is the prerogative of the educator to use his or her “veto power [in 
case…] discrepancies [exist] between individual and group assessments” (Palloff & Pratt, 2009: p. 116). The 
benefit to having a two-grade evaluation is that if one member of the group were not performing to his or her 
ability, the grades of the other members would not be affected. From an engagement perspective, such an as-
sessment should lower the anxiety levels of learners and increase engagement. 

Meaningfulness may be created or enhanced in an online environment in several ways. An educator might be 
to ask students why they feel that a particular topic or unit is important to them. Such a question serves two pur- 
poses. First, such a question allows students to recall previous learning experiences and create a hook about 
which I spoke earlier in this paper. This question has its roots in the Madeline Hunter lesson plan model in 
which each lesson begins with an anticipatory set (Han, Halim, Abdullah, & Shariffuddin, 2013).  

Second, should the material not appear useful to one or more learners, such a question affords them the op-
portunity to hypothesize about why the topic or, on a larger scale, the course might be useful thereby developing 
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higher-order thinking (Bloom, 1984). By obtaining an answer to this question, educators might be able to ascer-
tain any external motivational factors that might affect learner acquisition. If the topic or the course were truly 
meaningless to a student, he or she would not be in the course. Thus, some level of interest must exist. It is the 
responsibility of the educator to develop this interest further. 

From a different perspective, meaningfulness can occur only when other conditions have been addressed sim-
ilar to Maslow’s (1967) Hierarchy of Needs. In an online environment, these conditions refer to the availability 
of course materials and technological tools. When the materials in a course are readily available to learners and 
when the safety of learners is ensured, they are able to focus on the meaningfulness of the task at hand (Gutier-
rez, Baralt, & Shuck, 2010). Conversely, if the materials or technological tools are not available to learners and 
the activity that they are required to cause their affective filter to be raised (Chametzky, 2013b), learners can 
neither focus on the meaningfulness of a task nor its successful completion. 

To accomplish the task of ensuring that the conditions have been addressed, educators may do several things. 
First, an educator should be proactive and have the course materials read when the course starts, presuming that 
the entire course will be available to the students from the first day of class. Course materials include but are not 
limited to having working hyperlinks and all ancillary information (Word documents, PowerPoint presentations, 
videos, and so on) available. Second, any technological issues must be resolved, to the extent possible, before 
the class begins. Then, when the class starts, learners should have a chance to explore all (or as many) technolo-
gical tools as possible via different types of non-graded activities. By having the activities non-graded, educators 
are removing any anxiety. Thus, learners are able to explore without the fear of doing poorly. Finally, educators 
must spell out the requirements and grading procedures. To say that an assignment is worth 10 points is insuffi-
cient in an online venue. By creating a rubric (Palloff & Pratt, 2009) with the exact breakdown of the points, 
educators are helping students to know exactly what is expected of them and exactly how they will assessed. 
Again, it is crucial to ensure that learner experience and expectation (Kiliç-Çakmak, Karatas, & Ocak, 2009) are 
aligned with each other; rubrics may help educators achieve this objective. 

3. Conclusion 
Proper teaching requires that educators know their students and what they are capable of accomplishing. Not all 
the time should or could educators address the principles of andragogy in a learning environment. When learners 
engage with the material and with each other under the guidance and tutelage of a competent online or tradition-
al educator, students go beyond memorizing information to regurgitate on a test. Learning becomes more com-
prehensive because of the interaction and communication that exist among course members. Especially in an on-
line environment, interactive peer dialogue is vital to the success of the course and to overall student satisfaction 
(Kuo, Walker, Belland, Schroder, & Kuo, 2014).  

Educators want all learners to be at the pinnacle of Bloom’s (1984) Taxonomy pyramid. When educators have 
students take responsibility for their own learning, engage actively with the course materials, and use collabora-
tive activities to allow peer interaction, more opportunities for learners exist to reach the pinnacle of the pyramid, 
provided the educational and social needs found in the lower levels have been adequately addressed (Cruz, 
2013). Through this interaction and dialogue, learners develop higher-order cognitive skills (Bloom, 1984), 
practice thinking critically, and grow as individuals. Ultimately, this development is the real goal of learning. 
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