
You will be facing a variety of local government situations and activities 
which may challenge you and cause you to reflect on your own areas 
of competency, and what else you may need to learn.  Adults pursuing 
professional development approach their learning needs in a completely 
different way than those in the environment of a classroom or lecture.

Malcolm Knowles (1913 – 1997) was an educator well known for his work in 
adult education.  Knowles made five assumptions about the characteristics 
of adult learners that are different from the assumptions about child 
learners.  See if recognise your experience in these.

1. Self-concept

As a person matures, his/her self-concept moves from one of being a 
dependent personality toward one of being a self-directed human being.

2. Adult Learner Experience

As a person matures, he/she accumulates a growing reservoir of experience 
that becomes an increasing resource for learning.

3. Readiness to Learn

As a person matures, his/her readiness to learn becomes oriented 
increasingly to the developmental tasks of his/her social roles.

4. Orientation to Learning

As a person matures, his/her time perspective changes from one of 
postponed application of knowledge to immediacy of application, and 
accordingly his/her orientation toward learning shifts from one of subject- 
centeredness to one of problem-centeredness.

5. Motivation to Learn

As a person matures, the motivation to learn is internal (Knowles 1984:12).

Added to this, in 1984 Knowles suggested four principles that are applied to 
adult learning.

1. Adults need to be involved in the planning and evaluation of their 
instruction.

2. Experience (including mistakes) provides the basis for the learning 
activities.

3. Adults are most interested in learning subjects that have immediate 
relevance and impact to their job or personal life.

4. Adult learning is problem-centred rather than content-oriented.

So what does this mean for elected members?  If you attended an EquiP 
induction workshop you will have received a Skills Matrix and started to 
consider your own Personal Development Plan.  More detail about this is 
contained within the GROW handbook, of which we still have a few copies 
available for purchase.  Let’s consider an example of making use of this tool.

Example

John Smith is a new councillor in a provincial city.  He has come to Council 
with an extensive business and community background, but is new to 
politics and has highlighted the competency of ‘political acumen’ as an area 
of high priority for his development. 

Political acumen can be defined as:

 > Understand the political environment as well as the respective roles 
of governors and management;

 > Use influence and persuasion to mobilise and pro-actively engage 
in the political environment;

 > Manoeuvre through complex political situations effectively and 
respectfully; or

 > Be aware of all stakeholders and their different needs.

Adult Learners

If you’re an elected member, you will have completed a large portion of your induction programme 
and be starting to apply your skills, knowledge and networks at Council.

Elected members making the most of their learning and experience



Adult Learners
Assumptions we can make about John’s learning

Self-
concept

Adult 
Learner 
Experience

Readiness 
to Learn

Orientation 
to Learning

Motivation 
to Learn

John will do what he needs to be the best he can be.

John will always consider what he learns 
about political acumen against what he knows 
already, aligned to previous experiences.                                                                
“Oh that is like the time I had to canvas my 
work mates to get an agreement for….”                                                                       
This aids learning retention and reminds John that, as 
he has mastered this aspect before, he can do so again.

John is focussed on learning the political aspect of his 
council role to ensure he is effective in his elected term.  
He knows success in this area will help him remain 
effective on council for the long term. 

John needs to engage with the community.  He plans 
to improve his political competency before his next 
meeting.

John is aware of what he needs to learn and keen to 
make it happen.  

Example of adult learning principles in action

John talks to his chief executive and mayor/chair.  They talk about his desire 
to improve his political acumen competency.  They agree that a good place 
to start is for John to attend the Political Decision Making workshop.  John 
finds the workshop uesful.  He takes a lot of notes, asks questions about 
his own situation, and develops a community intelligence matrix to help 
him engage with those he needs to.  Afterwards he attends a community 
meeting.

Later, John reflects that the meeting had been a mostly positive experience, 
but there are a few things he might do differently at the next one.  He 
noted that an experienced colleague, Mere had engaged the audience and 
answered their questions with a confidence that he thought he was lacking.  
John decides to watch and learn from Mere at the next meeting.  

Over a coffee he congratulates Mere on her skill.  She tells him about her 
own early experiences, and offers to give him some tips before and after 
the next community meeting.  John also talks to his mayor/chair who 
gives some additional advice.  Prior to the next meeting John spends time 
preparing.  He considers and includes in his preparation his experiences and 
learning from his conversations and the workshop he attended.   After that 
meeting John is starting to feel more confident about his skill.  With more 
reflection and feedback, he now realises that his presentation skills could be 
improved, and he registers for that workshop. 

What can you do?

 > Take ownership of your learning needs and identify your areas of 
focus.

 > Create your own Personal Development Plan and discuss this with 
your CE and mayor/chair.

 > Participate in learning activities that suit your needs, be they 
workshops, webinars, coaching, reading or experiential practice 
opportunities.

 > Reflect on your progress and seek feedback about your actions.
 > Keep at it until you consider yourself competent (no matter how 

long this takes).
 > Consider what else you need to learn.
 > Repeat as required.

EquiP offers a range of learning solutions in various delivery mediums. 
Check out our website for more details.  

lgnz.co.nz/home/equip/professional-development-offerings/

EquiP is also building a range of learning solutions for you to access as 
and when you need.  We will keep adding to these so check our website 
regularly.

lgnz.co.nz/home/equip/newly-elected-members-2016/induction-
extras/

If you have any questions about your development or would like to talk to 
us about participating in or hosting a learning activity, please contact us at 
equip.pd@lgnz.co.nz      

 


