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Constructivist learning theory as it applies in the higher education online classroom, 

concentrating on the adult learner: An Annotated Bibliography.  

Introduction 
 

Online education is a growing sector and offers a valuable way for people access education. 

More and more adults are going back to school for various reasons; for instance, to better themselves or 

get further in their field. Educators need to be equipped to teach the adult student and ensure that the 

student experience is productive and beneficial. Through the research conducted, it was found that adults 

learn differently than children and even than younger post-secondary students. Therefore, instructors 

cannot use the “one size fits all” approach, and hope for a thriving course. Instructors are able to 

guarantee their classes are taught effectively by considering different learning styles and models to 

ensure that the adult learner in engaged within the online course. In the research in this bibliography, the 

focus was on constructivism and how it can be used in online learning, for the adult student.  

References 
 

Allen, K. (2005). Online learning: constructivism and conversation as an approach to learning. 

Innovations in Education and Teaching International, 42(3), 247-256. 

 

This article focuses on the application of a particular Learning Management System (LMS), Talk 2 

Learn, that is used in the UK. The article digs deeply into the theories of how we learn and what 

online tools are effective to help us discover new ideas, and what will help the learning “stick” and 

become habit in our everyday lives. Is the platform that the learning takes place really as 



important as the learning strategies used? In fact, the LMS is just software, which is of greater 

importance? There is a discussion of different types of online courses; some courses may be 

completely self-paced with little or no interaction whereas others may be highly dependent on the 

interaction within the course to be successful. (Allen, 2005) In the end, the LMS that is institution 

uses is only part of the learning puzzle, the instructor and possible designer of the course need to 

consider all points to build an effective learning environment for adult learners online.  
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The article discusses the fact that adult learners are on the rise and explains how educators are 

required to keep up-to-date on new and emerging technology to build an effective online 

classroom. The article discusses many different adult learning theories and the fact that adult 

learners have different needs than their younger counterparts. Adults simply do not learn the 

same. Most will have outside commitments, full times jobs, families, etc. that make time a factor 

for them as they are pursuing their education. Educators must consider learning styles and how 

the class is built to enhance learning. There is not just one learning style for adult learners 

(Cercone,2008) so fine tuning how to try and appeal to the masses is key to understanding the 

specific differences in adult learners.  
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normalization of learning? Innovations in Education and Teaching International, 45(2), 183-
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Constructivist educators are required to change their focus of teaching to benefit the learner. But 

are mandatory online discussions necessary for the student to receive the proper knowledge and 

understanding of the material? Some other key questions discussed in the article are: If the 

student is required to participate in online discussions is the learner learning anything or are they 



just following status quo along with the other students? Do online discussions create an open 

environment and are the instructors asking the right questions? Some students may feel like they 

are not part of the group or may be afraid to voice their opinions in fear of being told they are 

wrong. (Gulati, 2008) The instructor will be monitoring the discussions continually but the 

question is: to what degree? It is a battle that all educators will feel as they attempt to? ensure 

they are talking a constructivist approach to online discussions.  
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This article focuses on constructivism, and the adult learner in the online classroom. The article 

sets to prove that adult learners have a set of learning skills and styles opposed to those of 

younger children. Adult learners learn better in different environments that are tailor-made for 

them and adult learners are very self-sufficient in their learning. The role of the instructor is to be 

able to understand? these differences and make an environment to help the learner thrive. The 

article reviews different theories; these re related to? constructivism, adult learning, and online 

technologies. The article also discusses the seven issues of constructivism for online educators. 

Within distance education facilitators need to consider collaborative learning, facilitating that 

learning and creating quality within the online classroom. The role of the educator is to provide a 

safe learning area for the learner and to allow them to feel they can ask lots of questions. 

 

Khanal, P. (2014) Making virtual learning interactive and meaningful: Implications of 

constructivism for adult learners. International Journal of Research and Studies in 

Education, 3(1), 91-102. 

 

This article discusses the role of the adult learner within a virtual learning course and how 

constructivism can alter the learner's experience. The author discusses some of the goals for 

online instructors and explains that teaching adults and creating an interactive and meaningful 



learning environment are the most important consideration for teaching adult learners?. (Khanal, 

2014) Adults have specific learning characteristics that must be considered. The author highlights 

five types of learning strategies that have a history in constructivism and can be applied to the 

online learning environment for adults?. When the instructor or facilitator implements? these 

strategies in the online classroom, a student will have a more positive and collaborative learning 

experience. The online space is here to stay and will continue to grow especially for adult 

learners. The struggle is for instructors to keep up to date with the latest learning offerings and 

make their classroom an effective environment for adult learners?.  
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This article examines two different online courses and the use of two different learning theories, it 

looks at what is working in a course and what is not working. The purpose of the article is to use 

the constructivist notion of learning and to see how affective and interactive an online course can 

be. The article compares the organization, strategy and constructivist principles as the baseline. 

Through this article the reader is given information that will help the educator build a course that 

will be successful and rewarding for the student enrolling. The biggest challenge will be to inform 

and train the educator enough so that they understand the best course of action to take with their 

online classes. Face-to-Face classes have many advantages to their online counterparts since 

instructors are able to “read” the students and know if they understand the material. The online 

educator will always be striving to ensure that more complex issues are always understood in the 

online environment and will require the use of many tools and strategies to ensure that their 

students are receiving a quality education.  
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This case study takes a constructivist approach to online learning by studying the affects of two 

online courses offered to adults. During the case study the courses were developed using a 

constructivist approach by requiring students to engage in collaborative and contextualised 

learning (Ruey, 2010). The learners were given more responsibly to plan and develop their 

learning goals. The study also included the use of discussions by having instructors, teaching 

assistants and other mentoring facilitators engaging in the discussions to find what types of 

discussion will benefit the online classroom. The study results will help give a backbone to what 

adult online learners require in order to be successful online learners. The study sets to prove 

that there are other types of “instructors” that can keep a discussion going within the online 

classroom without a typical instructor.  

Shuck, B., Albornoz, C., & Winberg, M. (2013) Emotions and their effect on adult learning: a 

constructivist perspective. In S.M. Nielsen & M.S. Plakhotnik (Eds.), Proceedings of the 
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The article starts by making the point that as humans we all strive to learn and our learning styles 

can negatively and/or positively affect our emotions associated with learning? Adult learners use 

their experiences to create a positive learning experience for themselves. Emotions can guide 

them as they learn and apply new concepts to their life. Adult learners’ social, physical and 

emotional conditions are always changing (Shuck et al 2013) learning to build strategies to study 

and teach must be considered in order to create an effective classroom for learning. Emotion is 

an important part of understanding the adult learner. If they are anxious, scared or uncomfortable 

in a learning situation they will not understand and in turn will not learn. (Shuck, 2013) But not all 

emotions are negative, some may enhance the way the adult learner learns and relates 

experiences. The educator must always strive to create a positive and safe emotional learning 

environment.  
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