
Adult learners 
recognize many 
ways continuing 
education can 
help them build 
a better life.

#1 Obstacles: 
Money and Time

Adult learners’ primary obstacles to enrollment 
relate to cost, scheduling, and time commitment.

The Time is Now
Adult students want flexible, high-value 
education programs that accelerate their 
career progress and help them prepare 
for change. 

Higher education institutions and 
employers that deliver those programs 
have an enormous opportunity. 

say to “improve my 
earning potential” is 

their primary reason to 
get more education

Adult learners report rapidly-increasing 
interest in skillsets that will help them 

succeed in these growing fields.

46%

believe it will help them  
“create a better life 

for my family”

36%

think it will help them  
“advance in my 

current job”

30%

Adult Learners
Sharpening Employability Skills 

for a Changing Workplace

Healthcare, Management, 
and IT are on the Rise

80% 
cite program/
course tuition 

and fees

80%
point to limited 

availability of classes 
that fit their schedules

79%
worry about the 

total time needed 
to complete

78% 
aren’t sure programs 
offer sufficient value 

for their cost

say online programs 
and courses offer 

more flexibility than 
in-classroom options

believe online 
programs and courses 

are designed for 
people like them

believe online 
offerings are 

as prestigious as 
in-classroom options

92%
83%

66%

believe technology advances will 
make their job significantly different

Many adult learners see the employment landscape as 
relatively stable for the next year. However, the majority think 
that it will change significantly in the next five years: 

#1 Driver: Career Readiness

say they’ll need more education 
to keep up with their fields72%

69%

51% expect to change fields
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Get more insights…
Read the full report at pearsoned.com/adult-learner-report 

Adult learners see the job market shifting around them.
They know what they need to do—build employability

skills and improve career readiness.

About this survey: Pearson partnered with Penn Schoen Berland to conduct a quantitative 
survey to understand the motivations and expectations of adult learners currently pursuing or 
intending to pursue continuing education programs. This report is based on 1634 online 
interviews of US adults aged 25-64 who were either enrolled in a degree or certificate program 
or planning on enrolling in one in the next 60 days. 

A Study on Adult Learner Motivations and Expectations in 2016

Online Learning: 
Flexible, Respected, Relevant

Sizable majorities say online courses are more flexible, 
just as prestigious, and designed for people like them.


