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Attention and retention are two fundamental elements that determine the success of any training
session, especially when working with adults. Attention ensures participants stay engaged in the
moment, while retention guarantees they remember and apply what they've learned long after the
session ends. Adults, with their varied experiences and real-world applications of learning, require
more effort to maintain focus and to retain information. Without these, even the most well-
designed training risks becoming ineffective, as critical information may be lost or forgotten.

For facilitators, understanding how to capture and maintain attention while reinforcing retention is
vital for creating impactful learning experiences. This is particularly important with adult learners,
who expect practical and relevant knowledge they can apply right away. In this resource, we will
explore practical tools to enhance attention and retention, along with insights into adult learning
styles. These strategies will help you design and deliver training sessions that truly resonate with
your audience.

Attention & Retention
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Attention is the gateway to learning. Research
shows that adults have an average attention span
of 10–20 minutes before their focus begins to
decline. Factors such as fatigue, distractions, and
information overload can shorten this span even
further. To maintain attention, facilitators must
employ dynamic strategies, such as breaking
content into shorter segments, using multimedia
tools, and incorporating interactive elements like
discussions or group activities. Shifting between
delivery methods—visual, auditory, and
kinesthetic—also helps sustain interest by
engaging different learning preferences. By
recognizing the natural ebb and flow of attention,
facilitators can create a rhythm in their sessions
that maximizes engagement.

Understanding Attention
Retention refers to how well participants store
and recall information over time. Without
effective retention strategies, much of what is
learned in a training session may fade quickly.
Studies suggest that learners forget up to 70% of
new information within 24 hours unless it is
reinforced. Facilitators can improve retention by
using techniques such as spaced repetition (key
concepts revisited at intervals) and active
learning (encouraging to apply what was learned)
through problem-solving, group work, or
teaching others. Linking new knowledge to real-
life experiences or prior knowledge helps solidify
memory. Retention is more than remembering,
it’s about ensuring participants can apply what
they’ve learned in meaningful ways.

Building Retention

Effective Adult Learning Strategies
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Attention Span
Attention span refers to the length of time a person can concentrate on a task or subject without
becoming distracted. For adults, the average attention span is typically between 10 and 20 minutes,
although this can vary based on factors like interest, energy levels, and the complexity of the material.
Attention span is crucial in learning environments, as it determines how effectively individuals can
absorb and process information.
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This graph illustrates a Typical Attention Curve
of a participant during a 1-hour training session.
Attention is high at the beginning as participants
are fresh and focused, but it begins to decline
after about 15 minutes. The middle section often
becomes the least effective time for engagement
and learning, as attention drops to its lowest
point. Toward the end of the session, attention
tends to rise again, particularly during a summary
or conclusion when participants refocus.

The Attention Recovery Curve highlights how
short breaks during a training session can
positively impact attention levels. Initially,
attention is high, but after about 15 minutes, it
starts to decline. This decline is followed by a
recovery phase after taking a short break, which
helps reset attention and combat mental fatigue.
The recovery from breaks helps participants
maintain focus, improving overall engagement
and retention.

Typical Attention Curve

Attention Recovery Curve

Rest / Break Suggestions
Water Break: Participants take a
moment to hydrate, grabbing a
glass of water. The act of drinking
something can be both a refreshing
break and a way to boost alertness.

Quick Journaling: Participants
write down a few thoughts,
questions, or reflections about the
session so far, or even jot down
anything that’s on their mind.

Short Interaction: Participants
engage in a brief conversation with
someone they don’t know in the
room. This social interaction helps
refresh the mind.

Stretching Break: Participants
stand up and do light stretches to
release tension and refresh their
bodies. Stretching can help reset
focus and improve blood circulation.
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Andragogy
Andragogy, the Theory of Adult Learning, was introduced by Malcolm Shepherd Knowles in 1980. This
theory focuses on the unique ways adults learn, drawing attention to the differences between adult and
child learners. Knowles identified that adults bring a wealth of experience, are motivated by internal
factors, and prefer practical, self-directed learning. Understanding these characteristics helps educators
create more effective learning environments for adults, ensuring that the content is relevant, engaging,
and directly applicable to their lives. Below, we'll explore five key principles of andragogy that highlight
how adults approach learning differently.
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Motivation (Internal Drive)
Adults are primarily driven by internal motivations. They need to understand "what’s
in it for me?" to engage in learning. If they don’t see personal or professional
relevance in the material, they may lack the internal drive to succeed in the course.
This is why addressing the why of learning is crucial for adult learners, ensuring that
the content is meaningful to them, which leads to higher completion rates.

Readiness (Relevance of Learning)
For adults, readiness to learn is rooted in perceiving the relevance of the knowledge.
They want to know how learning will immediately impact their lives, whether it’s
improving their skills for a new job or solving current problems. Unlike younger
learners, who are often taught what to learn by instructors, adults prefer learning
that directly connects to their immediate goals.

Experience (Building on Past Knowledge)
Adults come with a wealth of prior knowledge and experience that shapes how
they learn. Their past experiences act as a filter through which they interpret new
information. As a result, adult learners compare new material with what they
already know, which may cause them to reject information that conflicts with their
existing understanding. Instructional strategies should tap into these experiences,
helping learners make connections and build on their knowledge.

Self-Direction (Autonomy in Learning)
Adults are self-directed and prefer to take charge of their learning journey. They
want to make decisions about what, how, and when they learn. This contrasts with
younger learners, who typically depend on instructors for guidance. In an
andragogical approach, allowing adult learners to have input into their learning
process—through shared governance, self-assessment, and collaborative learning—
helps them feel empowered and engaged in their learning.

Orientation to Learning (Learning by Doing)
Adults learn best through hands-on, task-oriented learning. They prefer practical,
real-world applications of knowledge that directly relate to their work or personal
challenges. By engaging in tasks that exercise their problem-solving abilities, adults
gain confidence and see how their learning can be applied. In contrast, younger
learners often focus more on content knowledge, as their learning is often more
instructor-led and less directly connected to real-world tasks.
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Logical learners use distinct processes to break down learning into steps. These adult
learners are great at analyzing problems logically and developing solutions for them. 
Suggestions: Troubleshooting and analyzing are two places where this learner does well.
Further, use bullet points, logical steps, and flow charts to help this type of learner
understand new concepts.

Intrapersonal learners require solitude and reflection to really take new information on
board. These quiet thinkers need time and space to reflect on and integrate new material. 
Suggestions: Incorporating time for reflection into training is especially important for this
type of learner. Also allowing for longer response times will help intrapersonal learners to
participate more in discussions.

Interpersonal interactions help these learners process information. Through social cues,
conversation, and discussion, they integrate their learning into memory. Interpersonal
learners are often extroverts who are ready and willing to guide discussions with good
emotional intelligence. 
Suggestions: Small-group, in-person discussions that lead to large-group conversations
suit this learner who thrives in social situations.

Kinesthetic adult learners process information by doing. It’s not enough to tell them how
something works – this type of adult learner needs to put their hands on to experience it.
This is one of those learning styles that needs action to make information stick.
Suggestions: On-the-job, experiential trainings are best for this type of learner. When
possible, pair kinesthetic learners with a mentor who can provide hands-on training. 

Adult Learning Styles
Research shows that adult learners have different ways of processing and retaining information.
Understanding these learning styles is crucial for designing training programs that are engaging and
effective for all participants. By tailoring your approach to these diverse styles, you can enhance learning
and improve retention. Below are seven key adult learning styles to consider when preparing your
training.
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Visual learners lean heavily on images to process new information. These learners are able
to vividly picture patterns and learn best with images and graphics that use fewer words.
they can literally see the forest and the trees. They are good at making connections in
visual/spatial relationships and may be able to see details that others miss.
Suggestions: Consider infographics and text broken up with illustrations. Or, use
PowerPoints, flipcharts, videos, and graphics to better reach this type of learner.

Auditory learners learn by hearing information, retaining up to 75% of it. While only 30% of
people are auditory learners, the majority of training already focuses on this adult learning style.
Suggestions: Lectures, podcasts, and traditional classroom-style learning is geared towards
auditory learners.

Linguistic learners process information best through speaking and language. They are often
voracious readers and able to pick up other languages (and nuances in their own language).
Suggestions: Linguistic learners will pick up anything you write down. Small-group
discussion, guided readings, and writing exercises. Simply including closed captioning is a
big benefit for this type of learner.
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Adult Learning Methods
In adult learning, different methods can be used to engage participants and cater to their unique
learning styles. The following 10 practical learning methods offer diverse ways to facilitate learning,
ensuring that participants can interact with the material, reflect on it, and apply it in meaningful ways.
From group discussions to experiential learning, each method emphasizes active participation and
critical thinking, helping learners develop a deeper understanding of the content while fostering
collaboration and personal growth.
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Group discussions involve participants coming together to share their thoughts, insights,
and ideas about a topic. This method fosters active engagement through conversation,
allowing participants to learn from one another.

Example: In a training session about leadership, participants are divided into small groups
to discuss different leadership qualities. Each group is tasked with presenting their views
on which qualities are most important and why. The interpersonal participants thrive in
sharing ideas, while the logical participants analyze the qualities based on real-world
examples. Intrapersonal participants take time to reflect before sharing, and linguistic
participants contribute by articulating their thoughts clearly. The conversation helps
everyone integrate new insights.

 1. Group Discussion

This method combines traditional lectures with interactive elements like polls, Q&A
sessions, or audience participation. It’s designed to engage auditory participants through
spoken content and visual participants through slides or videos.

Example: During a leadership seminar, the speaker presents key concepts on leadership
styles using slides, videos, and examples. Auditory participants absorb the information
through the spoken lecture, while visual participants engage with the graphics on the
slides. The lecturer asks the group questions throughout to encourage participation,
helping logical participants analyze and apply the concepts. Interactive polls let the group
express opinions, which are discussed immediately, keeping everyone involved and helps
the linguistic learning express their thinking while sharing with the group.

2. Lecture with Interactive Elements

Case studies provide participants with real-life or hypothetical scenarios to analyze and
solve. This method challenges participants to think critically and apply their knowledge in
practical ways.

Example: In a corporate training session on conflict resolution, participants are given a case
study of two colleagues disagreeing over a project deadline. Groups work together to
develop solutions, using their problem-solving skills. Logical participants break down the
scenario step by step, while kinesthetic participants engage by role-playing the conflict.
Interpersonal participants excel at contributing to group discussions and considering
different perspectives.

3. Case Study and Problem Solving



06/07

CRISPY
deve l opmen t

crispydevelopment.com

Storytelling involves conveying information through narratives, making it more relatable
and memorable. It’s particularly effective for engaging auditory and linguistic participants
who thrive on language and spoken word.

Example: A trainer begins a session on overcoming adversity by telling a personal story of a
challenging situation they faced. The storytelling approach keeps the group captivated,
helping auditory participants connect with the speaker’s tone and rhythm. Linguistic
participants enjoy the rich use of language, while interpersonal participants relate to the
emotions and connections described in the story, often sharing their own experiences in
response.

4. Storytelling

Peer teaching involves participants teaching each other, which enhances both the
teacher’s and learner’s understanding. This method supports interpersonal interactions and
reinforces concepts through repetition.

Example: In a session on communication skills, participants are paired up to teach each
other specific techniques. One participant demonstrates active listening, while the other
practices giving feedback. Kinesthetic participants are actively involved in practicing the
skills, while linguistic participants benefit from articulating their ideas. Interpersonal
participants excel in providing constructive feedback to each other, deepening their
understanding.

5. Peer Teaching

Experiential learning focuses on “learning by doing,” where participants gain knowledge
through hands-on experiences. This method works well for kinesthetic participants, who
need physical involvement, and visual participants who benefit from observing the process.

Example: In a leadership development program, participants participate in an outdoor
challenge, such as a ropes course. As they navigate the course, kinesthetic participants
physically engage with the environment, while visual participants observe strategies for
navigating obstacles. The group debriefs afterward to discuss the lessons learned, using
logical steps to analyze what worked and why, deepening the experience.

6. Experiential Learning

Reflective exercises allow participants time to process their learning and consider how it
applies to their own experiences. This method supports intrapersonal participants who
need solitude and time to reflect, as well as logical thinkers who analyze their growth.

Example: After a training on emotional intelligence, participants are asked to take 10
minutes to reflect on a recent challenging interaction they had with a colleague.
Intrapersonal participants use this time to connect with their emotions and understand
their reactions. Linguistic participants write down their reflections, while logical
participants analyze their behavior and how they could improve in future situations.

7. Reflective Exercise
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Role play and simulations involve acting out scenarios to practice skills in a realistic context.
These activities engage kinesthetic participants who need physical involvement and
interpersonal participants who thrive in social settings.

Example: In a sales training, participants role-play a client meeting where they practice
negotiation skills. Kinesthetic participants are actively engaged in the role-play, while
interpersonal participants excel at mimicking social cues and refining their
communication skills. Auditory participants listen carefully to tone and language used,
helping them fine-tune their strategies.

8. Role Play and Simulation

Socratic questioning encourages participants to think critically by asking open-ended
questions that promote reflection and deeper understanding. This method appeals to
logical participants who enjoy analyzing concepts and intrapersonal participants who
prefer to reflect on ideas.

Example: During a philosophy class, the instructor uses Socratic questioning to challenge
participants' views on ethical dilemmas. Each participant is asked to provide reasoning
behind their answers, pushing them to think critically and reflect on their beliefs. Linguistic
participants articulate their arguments, while logical participants analyze and evaluate
different perspectives. Intrapersonal participants take time to internally process the
questions, reflecting deeply on their own values and experiences before sharing their
responses

9. Socratic Questioning

Collaborative learning involves participants working together to solve problems, share
ideas, and create projects. It promotes social interaction and allows participants to apply
their knowledge in a group setting.

Example: In a workshop on strategic planning, participants are divided into small groups to
brainstorm and develop a plan for a hypothetical company. Interpersonal participants lead
discussions, facilitating teamwork, while linguistic participants document the group’s
ideas. Logical participants organize the plan’s structure, ensuring clarity, and kinesthetic
participants contribute through hands-on project creation. As a team, they present their
plan, engaging the entire group in the collaborative process.

10. Collaborative Learning


