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Leading through Andragogy
By Joseph Mews

Adult learning and leadership concepts have received 
heightened interest in recent years as enrollment of 
students ages 25 to 34 years at degree-granting postsec-
ondary institutions increased 35 percent between 2001 
and 2015 and is projected to increase 11 percent be-
tween 2015 and 2026 (Hussar and Bailey 2018). Within 
these same timeframes, enrollment of students ages 
35 years and older has grown 13 percent and is pro-
jected to grow 4 percent—creating expanded genera-
tional diversity among student bodies and stakeholders 
throughout U.s. postsecondary institutions (Hittepole 
2019, Hussar and Bailey 2018). While these increases 
are significant, these data may not surprise those fol-
lowing trends in our nation’s aging population vis a vis 
postsecondary education attainment.

The U.S. Bureau of the Census (2019) recently re-
ported that the U.s. population’s median age increased 
to 38.2 years in 2018—an increase from 37.2 years in 
2010. And while our population is growing older, only 
47.6 percent of Americans between the ages of 25 and 
64 years hold a credential beyond a high school di-
ploma, even though roughly two-thirds of all U.s. jobs 
require a postsecondary degree or credential (Lumina 
Foundation 2019). As a result, many higher education 
institutions across the United States are seeking ways 
to effectively serve and educate adult learners, formally 
and informally. The purpose of this article is to offer 
insight into one framework that may aid faculty, staff, 
and administrators when leading, educating, and work-
ing alongside adults: andragogy.

Background

The term “andragogy” was conceptualized in the 1830s 
by German teacher Alexander Kapp and was popular-
ized in the United States by Malcom Knowles in the 
1960s, when he developed an associated framework and 
authored several books detailing “the art and science of 
helping adults learn” (Knowles 1975, Smith 2010). The 
word itself was developed from the Greek andr, mean-
ing “man,” and agogus, meaning “leader of”—and con-
trasting with pedagogy, from the Greek paid, meaning 

“child” (Peterson 2017, Smith 2010). Knowles, known 
in the United States as “the father of andragogy,” is 
most well-known for his work from the 1960s through 
the 1980s and in which he presented and applied his 
research while serving in various prestigious academic 
and administrative roles focused on andragogy and 
the adult learning movement (Knowles, Swanson and 
Holton 2012; Smith 2002).

Since the framework was popularized, andragogy 
has been commonly compared to pedagogy, a teaching 
concept often referenced in the field of K–12 educa-
tion (Smith 2010). While there are differences between 
andragogical and pedagogical approaches, the purpose 
of this article is not to compare the two but rather to 
highlight the andragogy framework (see Table 1, on 
page 66) and its potential benefits when leading 
adult learners through effective instructional methods 
and student services. Knowles’ andragogy framework 
has evolved into six distinct principles of adult learn-


