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Over 15 years ago I attended a meeting of the American 

Association for Hi gher Education . The theme of the a n nual 

conference was " The New Learning society ." The presentations at th e 

meeting described a future America where fo r mal lea r ning wou ld be a 

never-ending p r ocess ; a society whe r e l earning , training , and 

educatio n would be offe r ed by diverse pro v iders i n diffe r ent 

settings and for varied purposes . To slightly paraphrase George 

Al l en, former coach of the Washingto n Redskins , "t hat f uture is 

now ." 

Despite the much - docume n ted prob l ems of K thro ugh 12 public 

education in this country as described i n A Nation at Risk and many , 

many other publications and studies , the rea l ity of 1989 is that the 

new learning society has come to exist and is the n ew reality . 

In 1985 , 55 billio n do l lars was spe n t on traditio na l higher 

education i n this cou ntry . That same year , betwee n 80 and 180 

bi lli on dollars was spe n t o n postseco ndary ed ucatio n in the 

no n collegiate sector , i.e. , structured trai n ing and education in 

co r porate , labor , industria l, and mi litary setti n gs . Whi l e 

traditional enrollment in higher education is at a steady state , 

empl oyer - based tr aini n g and ed u catio n is growing at a rate in excess 

of 10% a year. 

There are c urr e n t l y more students , fac ul ty , a nd dollars bei n g 

spe n t in postsecondary educatio n by business , labor , a nd the 

military than o n all co l leges and uni v ersities i n t his co un try 

combined . The last year before divestiture , AT&T spent more money 

ed u cati n g i ts employees than MIT spent ed u c a ting its st u dents. 
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Over a decade ago, the American council on Education created the 

Program on Noncollegiate-Sponsored Instruction. This initiative 

allows for the evaluation of instruction taking place in 

noncollegiate settings. As the quality of the instruction, the 

natur e of the subject matter, and the level of outcomes i s 

determined to be the equivalent of college-level classes , then 

credit recommendations are promulgated by which college credit can 

be earned through these experiences. Through this process more than 

230 corporations are offering more than 2,000 corporate courses 

which are college credit-bearing. The e v al uation of these courses 

i s academically rigorous, and the credit recommendations are 

respected and valid statements as to the credit worthiness of 

corporate training courses. 

What American business, government, labor, and, begrudingly, 

higher education has come to understand is that the future of this 

country is no longer a function of our investments in an industrial 

base, but rather we shall compete on the strength of our human 

capital . 

Se veral weeks ago you graduated the class of '89. Shortly , you 

will welcome the class of '93. When the '93 graduates receive their 

diplomas , much of tbe knowledge mastered by the class of '89 will be 

obsolete . For possibly the fir s t time in the long history of 

American higher education, commencement really does mean 

comme ncement, or the empowerment of learners to participate in 

educational processes that will never end. 
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Much of your deliberations today will be focused on adu lt and 

continuing education. I would like to differentiate between the two 

and focus my remarks on higher education for the adult learner. 

Con t inuing education assumes previous education; adult 

education implies new educa t ion. 

continuing education is information-centered; adul t 

education is client-centered. 

con t inuing education is nondegree oriented; adult education 

is degree-oriented. 

Continuing education was stimulated by the land grant act 

near the middle of the 19th century; adult education was 

stimulated by the GI Bill near the middle of the 20th 

century . 

Wi t h the institutio n as a reference point, continuing 

education is externally directed~ adult educa t ion is 

internally directed. 

I first became intrigued with the adult learner when I was Dean 

of Students at Towson State College in metropolitan Baltimore . 

Approximately one-third of the 15,000 students enrolled in that 

institution were adults attending our evening division. Because I 

have tried, whenever possible, to continue my c oll e ge teaching, I 

took on the responsibility of offering a course in the evening fo r 

adult students. I was immediately impressed with the contrast 

b etween these adult students and the more traditional students wi t h 

whom I had grown accustomed, One o f the best illustrations of thi s 
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occurred into the semester when eveni n g courses were cancelled 

because of an u n expected snow sto r m. As I left my office, I could 

hear the students cheering and appla u ding the announcement that 

classes were being cancelled. Because I was concerned that my 

evening students may no t have hea r d the a n nou n cement on the radio, I 

went to my classroom anyway to see if anyone might show up and, if 

they were wi lli n g, we might have some informal discussions in a 

smal l er setting. Much to my surprise , the entire class was there, 

even those who had hea r d the closing announcement through the 

media. While our traditional-age students were j ubila nt in the 

class closing annou n cement, my ad u lt students were relieved that our 

class was con t inuing . That same semester classes were closed an 

addit i onal two times because of inclement weather, and on each 

occasion , my class , at my students' insistence , co n tinued to meet. 

It was readily apparent to me that the philosophical , 

motivational , and experie n tial orientation of these students was 

significantly different from the traditional college - age lea r ner and 

t hat therein lay significant policy conseguences for those colleges 

and universities that wish to serve the i r adult st u de n ts. 

I thought it might be useful if I outl i ne some of the more 

important points of divergence betwee n the accepted assumptions 

re l ating to the traditional - age students and the adu l t l earner. For 

one thing , there are no proven assessme n t techniques for predic t ing 

academ i c achievement for the adult learner. SAT scores, ACT scores, 

high school grades, and class rank are useless and irrelevant When 

applied to a 48 year old homemaker who has decided to return to th e 

academy because the kids have now left home. 
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While there is much debate about the use of predictive measures 

for recent high school graduates, there is no debate at all about 

the irrelevancy and inappropriateness of using standardized test 

scores and high school grades in predicting academic achievement for 

the adult learner . 

Another area of significance is the eclectic nature of 

traditional college curricula. The curricula at Tuskegee 

University , as with most other institutions of higher learning, have 

as desirable consequences personal growth and development that 

transcends the mere transference of information. To be sure, the 

fundamental purpose of your curricula is intellectual growth, but it 

also has as legitimate objectives components designed to assist the 

maturation , socialization, physical health, and critical and 

independent thinking and decision-making ski lls for the students who 

graduate from this fine institution. 

The adult learner , however, has generally come to terms with the 

nonintellectual questions of this curricula in other settings and 

durin g earlier years. Therefore , the requirements 0£ an 

adult-centered curricula emphasizes intellectual and subject matter 

focuses over more existential concerns. 

Generally, the burden is on the student to adapt his or her life 

style to meet the delivery mode of the institution. The 

adult-centered curricula is faced with the exact opposite 

responsibility . It becomes our task to offer diverse and flexible 

learning opportunities so as to meet the occupational and life style 
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requirements of the l earner. Simply stated another way, you canno t 

expect adult students to abandon the responsibilities of adulthood, 

leave employment, or neglect families to meet the scheduling 

requirements of a college. 

Perhaps the single most important distinction between the adul t 

learner and the t raditional-age student is the tremendous amount of 

learning that the adult student brings with him when he first comes 

to the campus. There are three fundamental policy commitments that 

a ny university must make if it is serious about dealing effectively 

with the adult learner. 

First, it must provide credit-bearing opportunities for the 

adult student through the assessment of prior learning . Many adult 

learners are experienced and competent practitioners of those things 

being studied. It is illogical to require an adult student to sit 

through a course-long instructional experience whose expected 

outcomes is the achievement of a competency in a subject area that 

the student has already mastered prior to taking the course. 

secondly, the curricula must be purged of those components which 

may be relevant and appropriate for traditional-age students but 

which becomes irrelevant for an adult. You will not attract many 

adult learners if you require them to take physical education 

activity courses. 
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Third, the adult learner brings a consumerist mentality to the 

educational experience . Those students at Towson State fought 

through the snow to get to class because they had paid for the 

instruction and they expected the service to be render ed 

accordingly. As with any other enterprise, they expect services to 

be rendered in an appropriate and efficient manner, they expect to 

receive what they paid for , they demand high quality, they want 

expec tations clearly defined both for the institution and for 

themselves, and for extraneous things they wish to be left alone. 

You must be willing to adopt flexible institutional modalities which 

allow the adult learner to attend classes and manage their families 

and professional responsibilities simultaneously. You cannot be 

effective unles s you are committed to all three policy concepts. 

Offering courses at night and on weekends alone is insufficient . 

And, finally, the challenge for the faculty teaching these 

stude nts is twofold. First , you'll have to be on your toes. As I 

indicated befo re, many adult students are practitioners of things 

you will be teaching, and, because of this, they will be up-to-date 

and current as to the state of the field. You must be no less well 

prepared . And, secondly, because of the considerable ability they 

often bring to the classroom, you must be prepared instructionally 

to take advantage of them as resourc es and assets to you, the other 

students, and the teaching process. This means sometimes that you 

must be preapred to relate to them as peers and be willing to learn 

from them as well as teach them. 
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At this time I would like to tell you a little bit about Thomas 

A. Edison state college of New Jersey. I do this not for the 

purpose of selfpromotion, but rather to acquaint you with one of the 

most effective models in American higher education that deals 

exclusively with the adult learner. 

In the middle 1960's, American higher education began to notice 

that adult students were returning to the campuses in large 

num bers. AS you will recall, the initial injection of large numbers 

of mature adults onto our campuses followed world War II and was 

supported by the GI Bill. By the late 60's, we began to understan d 

that a fundamental transformation in the college-going population 

was taking place which could not be explained by the presence of 

military veterans. Indeed, that trend continues to this da y where 

over 40% of contemporary American college students are over the age 

of 25 and attending college part-time. 

Beginning in 1967, the Carnegie commission on Higher Education 

produced a number of reports which recommended the development of 

c ollege degree opportunities for underserved populations. Of 

particular emphasis by the Commission was the need to provide 

flexible and accessible, yet high quality, college opportuni ties for 

an ever increasing adult student population. Three states responded 

to this challenge with major institutional commitments: the State 

of Minnesota created Minnesota Metropolitan State College, the State 

of New York c r eated Empire State College, and the State of New 

Jersey, in 1972, founded Thomas A. Edison State College. 
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One of nine state colleges in New Jersey, Edison State college 

is the only state college with a statewide mandate. We are 

headquartered in Trenton, New Jersey, but we have satellite sites in 

East orange in the north and at Cherry Hill in the south. We were 

chartered to serve the adult learner exclusively. We have currently 

enrolled over 7,000 students , with the age of our average student 

slightly less than 40 years old. 

we offer four baccalaureate degrees: Bachelor of Arts, Bachelor 

of Science, Bachelor of Science in Business Administration, and 

Bachelor of science in Nursing. In addition, we offer several 

associate degree and a number of certificate programs. We have no 

permanent teaching faculty . Our curricula is unremarkable. The 

requirements for a business degree or a nursing degree at Edison and 

Tuskegee, or at Rutgers, are very similar, with some notable 

exceptions. We have no residency requirements, and we have no 

requirement for physical education activity courses. 

students earn c r edits towards their degree through a variety of 

processes. First, students transfer in previous college courses 

taken at various times during their lives. Secondly , students earn 

credit from corporate and military courses recommended and approved 

by the American council on Education. Third, students earn credit 

through prior learning assessment for college-level learning they 

have achieved in nonclassroom settings. 
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We have a variety of prior learning assessment processes 

available to our students. The college has developed over 100 

examinations in the Thomas A. Edison State College Examination 

Program. Students can also earn credit through appropriate scores 

on CLEP Examinations, ACT/PEP Examinations , DANTES Examina t ions in 

the military , and through portfolio assessment . We annually 

contract with approximately 400 faculty as assessors in our 

portfolio assessment process. 

I n some areas , students can study with the college directly 

through our Center for Directed Independent Adult Learning , 

otherw i se known as our Electronic College. At the present time we 

have available th r ough all sources approximately 100 courses that 

ar e exclusively media delivered. By media I mean televisio n , radio , 

and computer . None of these courses are classroom-based , and for 

the first time in the history of American higher education, high 

quality collegiate instruction is available to the adu l t learner 

independent of locatio n and time. A plant wor ker can study 

accounting on his minicomputer at home after getting off a shift a t 

4 in the mor ning . All that is necessary is access to either a 

compute r or a video cassette reco r der. 

Edison State College current l y has students enro l led in every 

state in America , and 1 4 foreign countries. Stude n ts are admi t ted 

da ily and graduate daily . We hold a formal voluntary participation 

commencement once every year in October. 
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There are two other things of great significance in which Edison 

State College is involved. I mentioned earlier that students can 

earn c redit if they have taken noncoll egiate instruction which has 

been approved under the guidelines of the American council on 

Education. Ediso n State College does the evaluation of corporate 

training for the American council on Educatin in the State of New 

Jersey. And finally, through our Statewide Testing and Assessment 

center , we do prior learning assessment for 34 other colleges and 

universities in the state. This provides access to high quality 

prior learning assessment for those traditional-age students 

matriculating at other c olleges and universities. They can earn 

credits at their own institutions , without taking the appropriate 

courses, by demonstrating that they possess college-level 

credit-bearing knowledge . 

The College graduates approximately 500 students a year. 

One-half of these students go on to graduate and professional 

schools, and 90% of t hese get admitted to th e programs of their 

first choice; which are included among the most important and 

prestigious graduate and professional schools in America. 

The College that I am fortunate to serve has demonstrated that 

it is possible to provide relevant and flexible responses to adult 

learners while maintaining qu alitative sta ndards second to none in 

American higher ed ucation . This institution is not only an 

innovative servant and leader for the adult l ear ner, i t is the 

keeper of a national movement within higher education. 
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Let me say a word about the adult learner and the historically 

black college. As you may have picked up from that very fine and 

flattering introduction , I have spent considerable time and service 

at two excellent historically black universities. My intellectual, 

philosophical, and emotional commitment to these institutions is 

strong and undiminished . I am in no way suggesting that it is 

desirable to neglect or abandon the traditional and historic 

clientele of Tuskegee University. I do, however, applaud your 

c ommitment to do more. There are thousands of colleges and 

universities that are looking out for the needs of mainstream 

America . There are hundreds of high quality institutio n s that are 

committed to equal opportunity and access for college-age black 

students. There are even some institutions that are specifically 

focused on the needs of th e adult student learner . There is 

virtually no one that has taken up the cause of the minority adult 

learner, and it is to the challenge that I hope you will be called. 

The fundamental rationale for a compelling mandate for your 

attention to the adult learner is eloquently written and well stated 

within the philosophies and deeds of your own mis s ion and history . 

The population is there and is in need of your help. The resources 

are here as well as the ability to respond to their needs. I 

suggest tha you spend these days and the weeks and months ahead 

e xamini n g the issues, debating the questions, and, hopefully, 

embracing the commitment. 

Thank you. 
George A. Pruitt 
Preside n t 
Thomas A. Edison State College 
101 West State Street, CN 545 
Trento n, NJ 08625 


