
I N T H I S A R T I C L E 

Adult Learning Theory 

That's Using 
Your Brain! 

"Head, shoulders, knees and toes. 

knees and toes, 

Head, shoulders, knees and toes. 

Eyes and ears and mouth and nose 

Head, shoulders, knees and toes 

Knees and toes." 

WH E N D I D Y O U LAST s ing that 
song? Did you start s inging 

along as you read it? Do you still re-
m e m b e r mot ions that go with it? 
Where were you when you learned it? 
Did you last sing it 20, 30, 40 years 
ago? Why do you remember it? 

You probab ly r e m e m b e r it be-
cause it was simple, rhythmic, and 
enjoyable. There were music, move-
ment, and memories associated with 

B Y D A N A R . V I S S E R 

Adult learning can t be like 

child 's play, right? Wrong! In 

fact, new learning practices 

that engage all the senses 

not only make learning fun 

again, but they also may 

make it more effective. 

the words and the learning. In other 
words, you used your senses as you 
learned, you watched the leader give 
directions, your heard the words, you 
sang the words, you moved as you 
sang about them, and you had fun. 

But as you grew up, learning lost 
its fun. It became more like, "Learn or 
else." You learned by memorization, 
by what you read and wrote. You 
learned by primarily using your lin-
guistic and logical mental capacities. 

Given that adult way of learning, 
how can you as a trainer recreate a 
child-like sense of fun and enjoyment 
and make people want to learn? 

The Industrial Age focus on manu-
facturing. production, uniformity, and 
centralization fostered the need to 
use the linguistic and logical parts of 
the brain. But as we move deeper in-
to the Information Age, we need new-
skills such as problem-solving, cre-
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ativity, and interpersonal skills. They 
use different parts of the brain and 
senses than our Industrial Age skills. 

New learning theories are being 
practiced in educational and work-
place training programs. Research re-
veals that learning is tremendously 
enhanced if all the parts of the brain 
are u sed . Many p e o p l e call this 
whole-brain learning. Roger Sperry's 
"left b ra in / r igh t brain" model for 
learning shows it orchestrated in such 
a way that the creat ive, intuitive, 
holistic, visual, and playful right brain 
is appropriately engaged in coopera-
tion with the logical, systematic, lin-
ear. verbal, and judgmental left brain. 

The "triune brain" model, based 
on the research of Paul MacLean, sep-
arates the brain into three functional 
regions: 
I physical and environmental, which 
corresponds to the reptilian portion 
of the brain 
• emotional and attitudinal, which 
correspond to the limbic portion 
l mental, which corresponds to the 
neocortex. 

Traditional training generally has 
been directed only to the left hemi-
sphere in the neocortex. New learn-
ing t echn iques maximize learning 
potential by stimulating the physical-
environmental. emotional, and men-
tal portions of the brain. 

Seven intelligences 
Howard Gardner 's multiple-intelli-
gences theory states that there are 
many forms of intel l igence, many-
ways by which w e k n o w , unde r -
stand, and learn about our world. His 
seven intelligences include: 
l verbal and linguistic—dealing with 
words and language, both written 
and spoken 
• logical and mathematical—dealing 
with inductive and deductive think-
ing, numbers, abstract patterns, and 
the ability to reason 
I musical—dealing with the ability 
to recognize tonal pat terns, pitch, 
melody, rhythms, and tone 
I kinesthetic—dealing with the abili-
ty to use the body skillfully and to 
handle objects adroitly 
• visual and spacial—dealing with 
the sense of sight and ability to visu-
alize, including creating mental im-
ages, thinking visually, and having a 
keen sense of observation 

• interpersonal—dealing with a per-
son's ability to understand, work, and 
communicate with people and main-
tain relationships 
» intrapersonal—dealing with self-
knowledge, sensitivity to one's own 
values, purpose, feelings. 

While most tradit ional Western 
learning has focused on verbal-lin-
guistic and logical-mathematical intel-
ligences, the multiple intelligences 
theory also includes the emotional in-
terpersonal and intrapersonal intelli-
gences. Trainers, or facilitators, are 
now putting these theories into prac-
tice to accelerate the learning process 
and to increase worker performance. 

Laurence Martel, president of Inte-
grative Learning Systems Inc., Hilton 
Head, South Carolina, has developed 

• In "becoming" 
the process, workers 

role-plciyed being 
the needle, the 

sewing machine, 
the shirt, 

and so forth u 

an approach to learning, known as 
Interlearn, which combines a variety 
of nontraditional theories and tech-
niques. According to Martel, "It is a 
systematic approach that views learn-
ers as d iverse , highly individual , 
whole persons who learn best when 
their senses and emotions, their many 
kinds of intelligences, and their very 
diversity are all actively involved in 
the process of learning. This provides 
us with the best opportunity to tap in-
to their own learning styles so that 
they not only learn and retain the in-
formation better, but also learn how 
to learn better." 

For example, in working with Sara 
Lee. in order to enable the workers to 
better understand the manufacturing 
process for sweatshirts, the workers ac-
tually "became" the process. In other 
words, workers role-played being the 
needle, the sewing machine, the shirt, 
and so forth, and created a play to 
demonstrate to the group what they 
were and how they fit into the process. 

Educational Discoveries, a Col-

orado-based company, created the 
i y m b i c t ra in ing me thod . " Judi th 
Orloff, c o f o u n d e r and CEO, says, 
"Because we are physical beings with 
emotional and intellectual processes, 
information needs to be sense-specif-
ic to be retained. The brain has many 
parts working together, and in order 
for information to lodge in long-term 
memory, it needs to be recognized by 
the limbic brain (middle brain). When 
learning is wrapped in a metaphor 
with meaningful storyline, values, 
and real experiences, the depth of 
the expe r i ence creates immediate 
application." 

A new learning model 
The Accounting Game, by Education-
al Discoveries, is a model for the new 
learning perspective. Most partici-
pants find the course fun, but the 
training is very deliberate and careful-
ly planned. All the props, including 
each participant's; game board and 
pieces, emphasize the physicality un-
derlying accounting concepts. 

In the course, participants learn the 
basics of accoun t ing through the 
metaphor of a child's street-corner 
lemonade stand. Participants put on 
name tags bearing their childhood 
nicknames and become eight-year-
olds, playing out business transactions 
and working with accounting informa-
tion in the lemonade business. 

The ins t ruc tor has a basket of 
lemons, a pitcher and glasses, a piggy-
bank. and cash. In the room there are 
ba l loons , rock n" roll music , and 
whistles. Each participant has a game 
board with cardboard pieces repre-
senting assets, liabilities, cash, and 
equity. The design elements conjure 
up childhood memories of play and 
the positive emotions associated with 
them. The accounting information is 
embedded in the play. The metaphor 
of the lemonade stand provides the 
structure for the music, role-play, 
games, simulations, interactive exer-
cises, presentations, and discussions 
which are woven together. 

"In the Accounting Game, the use 
of color, music, story, costume, and 
rituals creates a feeling of safety- and 
engages the emotions and the senses. 
These tools allow complex content to 
be taught in a simple, understandable 
way. The entire brain is stimulated, 
not just the intellect," Orloff says. 
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Bill Wilson, of the 
Tallahassee, Florida-
based Profess iona l 
Growth Associates, 
uses acce l e ra t ed 
learning, new brain 
research, and multi-
ple intelligences, and 
applies these theories 
to technical training 
situations. To teach 
par t ic ipants how to 
use W i n d o w s sof t -
ware , he a lso uses 
metaphorical, kines-
thetic, and other tech-
niques. 

To he lp part ici-
pants understand the 
c o n c e p t of a data-
base - index file, he 
has them s tand up 
and a r r ange them-
selves from A to Z. He 
asks them to look to 
their left and right, 
and see w h o is next 
to them. Then, he 
asks them to create a 
new line, this time arranging them-
selves by height, and asks them to 
look to their left and right to see who 
is next to them. Finally, he asks them 
to create a new line based on shoe 
sizes and to follow the same proce-
dures. Each time they create a line, he 
clocks them to see how long it takes 
them to create it. They run through 
the exercises twice and compare the 
times; it always takes less time for 
them to form the lines the second 
time. 

Metaphors anchor 
the software 
•'The point of the exercise is to show 
them the indexing of a database and 
the relationship between items. The 
metaphor anchors what is going on in 
the software for the participant," ex-
plains Wilson. "In the beginning the 
learners are nowhere near the com-
puters. We want to provide them with 
the big picture before we get to the 
specifics. For example, in a five-day 
seminar, 40 percent of the time is on 
the keyboard, and 60 percent of the 
time is spent doing related concepts 
and exercises." 

Wilson provides many "gateways" 

for the learners to use 
their multiple intelli-
gences. Learners are 
asked to write a po-
em, a song, or design 
a pos te r to d e m o n -
s t ra te wha t they 
learned and how they 
can use it at work . 
There is a hand-ma-
nipulated toy at each 
work station to keep 
kinesthetic learners 
busy. Background 
music is played as the 
learners are at their 
works ta t ion , and 
there are opportuni-
ties for collaborative 
learning as well. 

Nancy Maresh and 
Susan Fine have syn-
thesized many accel-
erated-learning tools 
and techniques, brain-
based theories, and 
other innovative strate-
gies in designing and 
developing their rain-

ing programs to help participants learn 
complex concepts. Maresh and Fine are 
partners in Creative Learning Interna-
tional, a Boulder, Colorado-based 
training and consulting firm. 

They have crea ted the Internet 
Game to train people not only how to 
use the Internet , but also to have 
them unders tand how the Internet 
works. A guided visualization using 
the metaphor, ' Adventure in Cyber-
space," introduces four major threads 
in the Internet through a history tour 
of communicat ion, t ransportat ion, 
commerce, and technology. 

"Context is very important, not just 
con ten t . The e n v i r o n m e n t w h e r e 
learning takes place is important . 
How do you take the information and 
bring it alive? You use color, graphics, 
music, metaphor," Maresh says, who 
is also a cocreator of the Accounting 
Game. "For the Internet Game, the 
room is filled with large blowups of 
Web pages, b l o w u p s of covers of 
Time, Newsweek, U.S. News and 
World Report, other magazines that 
have had cover s tor ies abou t the 
Internet . We have a giant display 
board of 'Planet In te rne t , ' so the 
pa r t i c ipan t s are immersed in the 

wor ld of the Internet be fo re they 
even get to a computer." 

Sending messages via the Internet 
is not as simple or straightforward as 
we think. The sentences get broken 
up into packets, coded, and sent to 
their final destination via a variety of 
routes. To explain how messages are 
sent via the Internet participants "be-
come" the sen tence . Each person 
in the sentence is given a word. On 
the back of the card is a list of 
rou te "s i tes"—such as London, 
Tokyo, Washington. D.C.—that the 
"word" will go to on the way to its 
final destination. In the "audience" 
members have signs of the "sites." 
When the s ignal is g iven, the 
"sentence" breaks up, the "words" 
disperse to their sites, and total chaos 
reigns, until finally the "sentence" 
reg roups on the o ther s ide of the 
room at the "new computer." By us-
ing multiple senses, understanding is 
facilitated. 

A cautionary note 
However, there is a danger in multi-

sensory learning. Sivasailam Thiagara-
jan of Workshops by Thiagi in Bloom-
ington, Indiana, cautions that too many 
stimuli may impede learning. "With so 
many senses stimulated, people may 
learn irrelevant things. Or. they may 
learn highly undesirable things." Thiagi 
cautions. "It is very important to de-
brief die participants to make sure they 
are learning the right things." 

Do some of these methods and 
techniques sound like child's play? To 
quote Larry Martel: "You've broken 
the code!" Research has shown that 
children learn the most complex ac-
tivities by using all of their intelli-
gences , sensors , and capaci t ies . 
Those new learning techniques mimic 
many of these processes and have 
shown that adults can learn quicker 
and have greater retention of material 
when they incorporate their whole 
brain and all of their senses. • 

D a n a V isser is a public relations repre-
sentative with the American Society for 
Training and Development. 1640 King 
Street, Box 1443. Alexandria, VA 
22313-2043- Phone 703/683-8100. 

To purchase reprints of this article, 
call ASTD Customer Service at 
703/683-8100. Use priority code 291 • 

• If some of 
these methods 

and techniques 
sound like 

child's play, 
you've broken 

the code • 
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