Physiological Factors in Adult Learning

The following six factors can impact the degree to which adults are able to fully participate in educational programs:

1. [image: image1..pict]As one grows older, the near-point of vision, or the closest point at which one can see an object clearly, begins to move farther away.  At the age of twenty the average adult can focus on an object just 3.3 inches from his eyes.  By the age of forty, that near-point of vision has moved out to 9 inches.

2. As one grows older, the far-point of vision, or the farthest distance at which one can focus on an object, begins to recede, drawing closer.  The consequence of these two factors (near-point and far-point of vision) is that the adult learner’s field of vision grows narrower as he or she ages.  Objects or lesson materials that are too close or too far away go unnoticed.
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3. As the adult ages, a greater amount of illumination is needed in learning situations.  For a normal learning task, an adult at age twenty requires 100 watts of illumination.  By age forty, that required figure has increased to 145 watts, and by age seventy, the typical adult needs 300 watts for proper visual acuity.  Glare, or the uneven distribution of illumination, and contrast, or the extent to which a stimulus stands out from its background, are two other factors influencing illumination.
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As the adult ages, color contrast perception tends to shift toward the red end of the spectrum.  What is actually happening is that the cornea, or lens, of the eye yellows with age and tends to filter all the light passing through it accordingly.  Consequently, the softer blue-yellow tones tend to be lost and subtle tints are often overlooked.  Bright, contrasting colors in reds, greens, and oranges will avoid this problem.
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Auditory acuity, or the ability of an individual to receive sound, decreases with age.  In general, one experiences a progressive loss in acuity for pure tones with each decade of life.  Men show a greater overall loss than do women.  At age twenty, an estimated 11 percent of the population has some defective hearing.  By age seventy, that figure has increased to 51 percent of the population.

6.
Auditory discrimination, or the ability to comprehend sounds and distinguish one sound from another, declines with age.  As auditory discrimination lessens, rapid speech becomes harder to comprehend, background noises blend with speech, and the difference between consonants such as t, g, b, c, and d becomes harder to notice. 
