
Numbe r 25 

/ _.,, ' . 12.) ~CAt.•-;-

Principles of Learninl 1\: 
2 '90~ 

/. I ' { 

-1 

BULLETIN ••• vv~ L\~1 ~ 

C o m m u n i c at i o n s E f f e c t i v e .. · w:v 1/. dlrl t E d u c at i Make 

Harold Swanson 

DEPARTMENT OF INFORMATION & AGRICULTURAL JOURNALISM • INSTITUTE OF AGRICULTURE 

As an adult educator - whether you are a county 
extension worker, librarian, social worker, or staff 
member serving a voluntary organization- -you use 
g r oup and 1nass 1nethods to extend your efforts . 

As an educator, your job is change. The 
changes sought concern skills, knowledge, under 
standing, attitudes, and even motivation. A change 
may be an attitude toward books, the adoption of a 
new practice, the understanding of public affairs, 
knowl edge of certain sciences, or development of 
new techniques. 

Creating change calls for effective COlnmun
ications and teaching. Your audience can leave. 
Age laws or class r oom requirements do not exist 
for adult groups . L earning and communication 
principl es can help make your work effective; this 
bulletin summ.arizes some of them . It is primarily 
concerned with informal adult education through 
mass media, meetings, conferences, educational 
seminars, etc . - - and with voluntary audiences . 

First, however, let's review Schramm's (8 ) 
fou r points about lTJ.essages. A message should: 

1. Be defined and delivered in such a way as 
to gain the student ' s attention. 

2 . Use words or sy1nbols that refer to the 
receiver's experience - - they must be clear to those 
involved in the com1nunication. 

3 . Arouse needs in the receiver - -motivation 
now enters the picture. 

4 . Suggest ways to meet these needs in a 
1nanner appropriate: ( 1) to the receiver's group 
situation, (2 ) to the ti1ne he is moved to respond, 
and (3 ) to his pattern of attitudes . 

Educators have developed many principl es of 
learning (or communications). Some are widely 
accepted; othe r s are not. Some principles accepted 
by most -leaders in the field follow : 

1. An Individual's Response to a Message is the 
Function of His Whole Personality 

Even a small change affects the entire person 
so his emotions can interfere with receiving a 
message . 

Hi s self- image, the image he has of hi1nself, 
is i mportant in his personality . It may be the 

most important single individual difference an1ong 
learners- -more im.portant than intelligence, train
ing, or background. 

Every message directed his way, whether 
person-to-person or through mass n1cdia, runs 
into this self-i1nage. He asks: "How does this 
affect me? Will it debase me? Will it enable me 
to gain power or prestige or security?" So you 
can not simply present material to him- -you are 
calling for rnodification of his self-image. 

Furthermore, the learner brings with him 
his own pattern of aims, social habits, values, and 
other attributes. So consider these in your ap
proach--remeJ.nber the old admonition: "Know 
your audience. 11 

2. Motivation is Important to Learning and Com
munication 

Man's needs must be considered and they 

1nust be considered fro1n the learner's point of 
view as well as the educator ' s. A1nong the 1nany 
principles of 1notivation in education are: 

e The motivated learner learns more readily 
than the umnotivated learner. But what J.notivates-
what appeals might you direct to hint? IIow can you 
use these appeals in mass 1nedia as well as through 
direct communication? 

Rewards and punishJ.nents--good grades and 
failures--so common in fornlal education are mis
sing in the more informal efforts of adult educators. 
But there are other goals, incentives, and needs 
that you should recognize and use. 

Wilkening and Johnson (9) studied goals that 
affected farmers' decisions to adopt new farm 
practices. In these studies, "profit" was the 
dominant goal. Next came "ease and convenience, 11 

followed closely by "quality or standard of re
sources or products . 11 Of less importance, yet 
significant, were the goals concerned with "keep
ing up with the best farmers" and "relationships 
with others. 11 

These findings emphasize that the concept of 
the "economic man" docs not explain many actions. 
The authors felt that in many decisions profit was 
secondary to conformity, prestige, and relation
ships with other persons. 
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S . A . Engene and his University of Minnesota 
colleagues informally studied a group of southern 
Minnesota farmers. They found that the goal s of 
these farmers were, in descending order, to : 

provide a home envi r ·onment that meets the 
family's spiritual needs. 
provide security . 
promote e njoyment and development of self and 
family . 
obtain a high leve l income. 
earn and hold the admiration of neighbors and 
associates . 
contribute to the advancement of the community, 
state, or nation . 

Of course, thes e goals cannot be separated. 
All motives are inte rwoven . For exampl e, income 
may be a means to a better home envi ronment to 
some people . . To others, it may be a means to 
recognition, security, or some oth e r n ee d . 

Hav ighurst and Orr (3 ) made a study in a 
large metropolitan area . They decided that the 
prog rams which would most effectively meet the 
expressed needs of urban Iniddle-class people 
over 40 would, in descending order, center on: 
(1) work, ( 2) leisur e, ( 3 ) homemaking, lands cap 
ing, and related areas, ( 4) parenthood and fami l y 
relationships, (5 ) citizenship, (6) coope ra ting with 
institutions, (7) church work , and ( 8 ) club and 
association work. 

Maslow (6 ) looked at motivation from another 
point of view--as a hierarchy of needs . At the bot 
tom are such needs as food, clothing, water, and 
s ex . Once these physiological needs are satisfied, 
the person seeks security and safety . After these 
are met, h e seeks to belong - -to become part of a 
group and fee l accepted and love d . Then, he wants 
prestige, achievement, a nd status. And, finally , he 
seeks "s e lf - actualization"--the feeling that he is 
making the best possible use of his own competencies . 

Safety 

Physiological Needs 

Othe rs have expressed these "motives" in 
various ways . One ea rly w riter in the field, so 
ciologist W. I. Thomas, said that man's desires 
revolve a r ound: ( l) security, (2 ) new expe ri ence, 
(3) recognition, and (4 ) response . 

H. T. L ongstaff, Unive rsity o f Minnesota 
ps ychol og ist, l ooking at the advertising aspects of 
motiva tion, liste d man ' s desires as : food and 
drink, comfort, fr eedom from fear, superiority, 
social approval, companionship of the oppo site sex , 
welfare of loved ones, and long life . 

Although you may di sagree with some of these 

views and classifications, you probably recognize 
that your efforts and appeals will be more fruitful 
if they meet the "needs" of your audience. 

e Motivation can be too intensive. Over
motivated persons do not learn as well as people 
motivated to the optin:lUm. degree . We all know 
that the excited, ovennotivated child can not control 
his feelings enough to respond fully to the teaching 
situation. The adult educator who works on mes
sages dealing with defense, safety , and cigarette 
smoking faces a related danger. Too often he uses 
intense scare-type appeals . 

A major network once decided to dram.atize 
the disastrous effects of careless and drunken 
driving. It launched an all-out effort over a holi
day period, hoping that there would be fewer acci
dents if people were made aware of the dangers. 
But instead of scaring people, these messages made 
them feel safer. The}' thought: "This applies to 
the other fellow . I'm not a careless driver. I 
can control myself after a few drinks . 11 

e Purposes and goals must be clear and 
meaningful to the learner. For example, the adult 
educator cooperating in a community development 
program may overlook this fact in his enthusiasm 
for his brand of change. Although he sees the need, 
he fails to convey it or he conveys it in such a way 
that the learner establishes a block to change. 

3. The Group's Influence Affects the Learner 

The individual ' s op1n1ons, attiludes, habits, 
and values are developed and maintained wilhin a 
group . In the classroom situation, students as well 
as teachers establish a certain level of achievement. 
Then the pressure of the group may prevail. But, 
too often, adult educators forget that norn1s or 
standards established by groups n1ay block or further 
the acceptance of their rnessage. In either case, 
you must consider the1n. 

Each individual has his own "reference groups" 
that affect his thinking. Sometimes you direct 
n1essages at an old defended area, but the commun
ications usually won't bring change unless they are 
accompanied by equally significant changes in the 
surrounding situation. Smnetimes your rnessages 
may concern a new area where the norms and ideas 
are indefinite or weakly held . In either case, the 
message must be chosen, attended to, accepted, 
and pass the censorship of group nonns. 

Norms may also be established by the 1nass 
n1edia and educational institutions through which 
the message passes. Often our own established 
norms, standards, and ideas stand in the way of 
education and communication . 

4. Opinion Leaders and Influential People are In
volved in Message Response 

An old idea in education stressed the influence 
of friends or others in bringing about change. If 
Johnny Jones has influence in a group, his acceptance 
of an idea helps insure its acceptance by the group. 
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Lazerfeld and Katz (5) found that the san1e 
idea applied to mass 1nedia in their in1portant two 
step or multiple-step flow of information concept. 
They showed that a n1ass 1nedia n1essage n1ay have 
the greatest influence on an opinion leader reading 
the message . He, in turn, n1ay influence a second 
person who n1ay influence a third, etc. 

R obert Merton (7) pointed out that there are 
two types of influential people--local and cosmo
pol i t an . Local influential people have their roots 
in the com1nunity, participate widely in con1n1unity 
activities, and have gradually worked the1nselves 
up to their position . Cosmopolitan influential 
peopl e are newer in the coJnJnunity, have a nar 
rower range of friends, and have power because 
of their special skills and knowledge. Each has 
his place in influencing the acceptance of a new 
idea . 

The l ocal influential person has a following 
becau se he understands; the cosn1opolitan because 
he knows . The local is close to the people ; the 
cosmopolitan keeps his social distance . The local 
has general influence; the cosmopolitan 1nay have 
a stronger but narrower influence on one particular 
area . 

Katz and L azerfe l d also rneasured the in1pact 
of mass media on 1narketing, fashions, public 
issues, and choice of motion pictures . Again, they 
f o und tha t personal influence of specific l eaders 
brought about bigger changes than the di.rect impact 
of the n1ass media . However , these leaders prob 
abl y were influenced by the 1nass n1edia n1essages . 

The in1portance of opinion leaders has been 
l ong establ ished in extension work in rura l cmn-
munities . I nfluential people must be listened· 
to and considered when planning and carrying out 
adult education progran1s. 

5. Source of Communication is Important to Learning 

A teacher who has his student's respect or 
dinarily is effective in his teaching. Connecting 
a nl.essage with a recognized authority has long 
been used in advertising, adult education, prm,.;o
tion , and political pressure . But Hovland, et a l. , 
(4 ) pointed to a "sleeper" effect- - the audience 
disassociates the source fron1 the n1essage after 
a while. As a result, it then n1ay be influenced 
by a strong n1essage fron1 an unreliable or unac
ceptab l e source . 

Specialized sources becmne i1nportant in 
communications, as also pointed out by Lazerfeld 
in his study of the 19-,10 election. He found , for 
exan1ple, that the Farm Journal had a greater 
eHect on voting habits than did son1e better known 
general 1nagazines. The Fann Journal was a spe
ciali zed, influential, and accepted opinion leader 
to a certain group. 

6. Face-to-face Communication is Usually Most Ef
fective 

This fact presents a dilenuna for the adult edu 
cator who uses the printed page, TV, and radio . 

Yet, it also presents a challenge that you, by using 
other principles of learning, can n1eet. 

7. Active Participation Increases Learning 

Obviously, the larger or n1ore distant the 
group, the more difficult is active participation. 
Mass n1edia, of course, operate at a disadvantage. 
Nevertheless, 1nany adult educators have devised 
1neans to allow the reader or listener or viewer 
to participate. Simple self-administered tests, 
special readings, and discussion groups are a 
few such devices. At other tin1es, educators 
who have person-to-person contact use n1ass 
1nedia 1naterial to supplen1ent their own n1essages. 

8. The Individual Chooses Messages He Believes 
Will Reward Him 

Motivation is an important factor and educators 
and cmnmunication researchers have developed 
many concepts concerning it. Here is Schra1nm' s 
fraction of selection: 

Expected reward 
Expected effort 

This i1nportant fraction has real meaning to you 
in your use of mass methods. You need to make 
the reward clear . Moreover, you will find greater 
se l ection of your n1essage if you cut down on the 
learner's anticipated effort--by using concise 
writing , interesting and effective speech, sin1ple 
and understandable n1ovies and books, etc. Then 
he is more likely to accept or at least attend to 
your 1nessage. 

C l osely related to this fraction of selection 
idea are the psychological concepts of selective 
exposure, selective perception, and selective 
retention . 

Selective exposure 1neans that the learner 
exposes hi1nself to messages he feels will coin
cide with his beliefs or will benefit him . 

Selective perception means that the learner 
sees that part of the n1essage which is most Jnean
ingful to him or will most closely coincide with 
his background and understanding. So two persons 
can hear the same 111essage or see the sa1ne thing 
yet perceive these entirely differently. 

Selective retention 1neans that the learner, 
even though exposed, reme1nbers things that most 
nearly coincide with his own beliefs and ideas. 

9. Educational Level is a Good Predictor of Com
munication Behavior 

The higher the person's educational level, the 
1nore influenced he is by printed media. Also, the 
better educated person is 1nost likely to check the 
1nessage and evaluate its accuracy. This fact was 
demonstrated with the famous Orson Welles radio 
play, "War of the Worlds," in the late 1930's. 



This play caused more than a n1illion peopl e to 
believe that th e earth had been invaded by Mars-
even though it was c l ea rly announced that it was 
a play . L ater studies indi cated that better edu 
cated persons were not dec e i ved. 

A wealth of inforrnation has been asse1nbl ed 
on the educational l eve l of peopl e - - their reading 
ability , thei r li stening ability, and their general 
communications skill. To overlook and over
shoot the l eve l of these abilities 1T1ay result in 
poor communications. The educa tiona l lTlessage 
may never be r eceive d, to say nothing of being 
accepted. 

10. Specifics can be Learned More Easily than Gener
alizations or Abstractions 

This principle, long held by e du cators for 
person- to - person communications, is even more 
true for communications through 1nass media . 

11. No Single Device Serves All Instructional Purposes 

A variety of 1nethods is usually more e ffe c tive 
than a singl e method. Adult educators s01netimes 
forget this principle in their devotion to a single 
method or media . Effective educators often use 
visuals, discussions, and other aids to supple
ment their l ec tures in classroom appea r a nces . 
This idea of many methods also may be true for 
some teaching efforts through 1nass media . 

But before b ec oming too e namored b y this 
idea, re1nember that efficiency as well as e ffec 
tiveness is involve d . Someti1nes , sorne e frec=
tiveness must b e sacrificed to achi eve e ffi c i e nc y 
if you have li1nite d r esourc es avai l ab l e . 

12. The Learner Must be Ready 

Not only must the l ea rner be r eady , but a lso 
you must start at the l ea rner ' s l evel. Psychia 
trist Erik Erikson ( 1) and e ducator Rob ert 
Havighurst (2 ) , in his idea of d eve lopme ntal stages , 
pointed out that man, at certain stages in his life, 
is especially ready to learn specific thin gs . L ea rn
ing is l ess effective if for ced too far in advance of 
these stage s or induced too l a t e . So, r eadiness 
for certain messages n1ay be high in young adult 
hood but not in middle age . 

However, this principle docs not n1ean that 
you should not atten1pt to help people n1ov<! to new 
l evels of learning. Furthern1orc, people often 
don't realize their needs until they have had ex
perience with a particular situation. 

These are only a few of the principles of 
learning (co1nn1unications) in1portant to you as an 
adult educator . First, look at yourself as a source, 
then at your n1essage, then at t h e channe l s for 
trans1nitting the 1nessage, and finally--and perhaps 
1nost i1nportant--at the l earner . 

R emembe r that the receiver is an individual 
with weaknesses and strengths; that he is a crea
ture of his society who is someti1nes d01ninated by 
the norms of that society; that he has his own 
private needs and motives; and that he needs to 
participate and be involved in an educational 
process. 
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