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Abstract

Recent studies (Pace 2013; Pace 2018) have shown a dramatic increase in interest 
in foreign language learning among adult learners in the Maltese Islands. However, 
to date, there is lack of research about the aspects that determine participation in 
adult education and about the adult learners’ educational needs (Borg et al. 2016, 
MEDE 2014). In this paper we will first explore the needs and motivations of adults 
learning foreign languages along with the reasons for which they enrol in such courses 
at the Lifelong Learning Centres. We will also analyse how different variables, such 
as their background, prior knowledge of the foreign language, as well as teaching 
and learning factors, influence their language learning process. By means of two 
separate questionnaires administered to adults learning foreign languages at the 
Lifelong Learning Centres in Malta it resulted that intrinsic motivations are the driving 
force behind the majority of the adults’ choice to learn a foreign language. This makes 
the educators’ role in motivating adult learners pivotal during the learning process. 
Consequently, the latter highlights the need for the implementation of professional 
training programmes for all educators in this sector. 

Keywords: Foreign Language Teaching and Learning, Adult Learning, Educational 
Needs, Motivations, Teaching Strategies 

Introduction

With the emergence of a knowledge society, changing employment requirements 
and a dramatic increase of interest in foreign languages (FL) among adults, the 
competency in FLs and intercultural understanding have taken on a crucial role among 
the members of today’s society (Begotti 2019, Chao 2009, Pace 2018). As highlighted 
in the European Strategic Framework for Education and Training (ET 2020), there has 
been an increase in the need for preparing the adult learners for diverse professional 
contexts in which the knowledge of FLs and communication skills have expanded in 
the European labour market. 

Adults have a strong need to apply what they have learned in their everyday 
life. Therefore, research which identifies and understands the intrinsic and extrinsic 
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factors that positively and negatively affect motivation in these adult learners is 
essential in aiding educators to provide effective learning experiences (Chao 2009). 
Notwithstanding this, Borg et al. (2016) and Mede (2014) acknowledge that there 
is very little local research about the factors that determine participation in adult 
education and the learning needs of adults. In fact, to date, this is the first research 
dedicated entirely to discussing the needs, motivations and reasons which push adults 
to enrol in FL learning courses within the Lifelong Learning Centres (LLC). 

This paper aims to explore and discuss the different characteristics of adults 
learning FLs, their linguistic needs and interests as well as their motivations and 
reasons for which they choose to learn specific FLs. We will also delve into how these 
expectations were met, and if not, what where the barriers and challenges faced 
by the learners. Following that, this paper aims to present suggestions on how to 
overcome the latter. 

The Review of the Literature

The concept of lifelong learning has been the focus of several pedagogic and 
psychological studies in the modern civilisation that we live in, which is characterised 
by the emergence of a knowledge society, ever increasing new technology and 
changing employment requirements (Begotti 2019, Chao 2009). Interest in FLs among 
adults has also increased dramatically over the years. One of the main reasons for 
this is that, as Pace (2018) explains, “in the 21st century, competence and proficiency 
in FLs and intercultural understanding are no longer considered as optional but have 
become an essential part of being a citizen” (p. 425).

All this implies an ever increasing need to adapt the teaching of FLs to the needs 
of today’s learners, especially those communicative skills which are most necessary in 
the ever-growing globalised world that we live in. Such a need is also underlined in the 
European Strategic Framework for Education and Training (ET 2020). 

While language teaching is today considered to be an interdisciplinary field which 
is linked to other sciences such as linguistics, psycholinguistics, communication 
sciences and education sciences (Begotti 2010), adult learning is a phenomenon 
that researchers, such as Knowles et al (2012), find difficult to explain because of 
its multifaceted understanding; at the same time, this reflects the richness of this 
type of learning (Merriam et al. 2007).  Begotti (2019), on her part, insists that the 
teaching of FLs to adults should be diverse and consisting of clear objectives that 
take into consideration the socio-economic background and individual characteristics 
of the learner, as well as time and resources. On the other hand, Mollica (2009) 
explains the importance of the communicative approach over more traditional ones, 
as this provides the adult learner with real communicative contexts where natural 
strategies for language acquisition are used. In addition, Begotti (2010) also highlights 
the importance of creating a communicative curriculum, of using a learner centred 
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approach, by preparing activities that encourage cooperative learning, as they 
allow adult learners to reflect about the material learnt and then share their new 
knowledge and opinions with others, helping each other to reach common goals. On 
the other hand, Frey and Alman (2003) argue that theories about adult learning help 
the educators to “understand their students and to design more meaningful learning 
experiences for them. There is not one adult learning theory that successfully applies 
to all adult learning environments” (p. 8). This explains why, over the years, various 
educational methodologies were created to teach languages to adults.

Among the most important factors that determine foreign language acquisition 
(FLA) in adulthood are the adult learners’ characteristics, together with their baggage 
of experience and cognitive abilities. Mikeladze (2014) argues that such characteristics 
should not only shape the theoretical grounds for methods and approaches in adult 
education but they also make the adult learning and teaching environment unique and 
attractive for both the learner and the educator himself. Another factor that influences 
FLA is memory. Singleton and Ryan (2004) suggest that adult learners find difficulties 
in retaining new information and that the decline in hearing sensitivity affects the 
recognition of speech sounds, thus hindering word memorization and comprehension 
of teacher instructions. On the other hand, Bosc (2007) claims that adults find it less 
difficult to concentrate in lessons when compared to younger learners. However, due 
to the traditional grammatical approaches that they might be used to in previous FL 
learning experiences, La Grassa and Villarini (2008) suggest that adults might find it 
uncomfortable to take part in activities that involve a more multimodal approach with 
the use of songs, videos, language games and others. 

Unfortunately, one of the main characteristics of adult learning is the high drop-out 
rates. Borg et al. (2016) argue that this is due to several factors, among which, work 
schedules, family responsibilities, costs associated with participation in education or 
encountering difficulties when searching for a course that matches their interests. Ahl 
(2006) categorizes the factors that hinder motivation for learning into three types: 
dispositional, situational and structural. Dispositional variables are related to personal 
traits such as lack of self-confidence or “negative early school experiences that cause 
negative expectations of continued education” (Mikeladze 2014, p. 21). Situational 
factors are closely tied to the learner’s personal life situation, such as having lack of 
time or money. At the structural level, barriers such as lack of childcare arrangements, 
work schedule problems and non-suitable teaching pedagogies are identified. On 
their part, Zammit (2014) and Knowles et al. (2005) state that lack of emotional or 
financial support is also regarded as one of the main reasons why adults become 
highly demotivated and decide to quit courses. Apart from this, Wlodkowski (2008) 
mentions several health barriers that come with aging, making it more difficult for 
older adults to process information.

Another factor that is key to adult learning is the needs of the learners themselves. 
Begotti (2019) argues that adults choose to learn either to improve their own 
competences, to fill in knowledge gaps about new technological and work aspects, 
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or else as a personal desire to satisfy one’s own needs. Merriam and Caffarella 
(1999) identified, on their part, six reasons why adults engage in learning. These are 
social relationships, external expectations, stimulation, social welfare, professional 
advancement, and cognitive interest. Chao (2009) argues that the first three are 
linked to belongingness, while the rest are linked to the physiological, safety and 
self-actualization needs of the adult learners. Chao also uses the employment trait 
to differentiate between the needs of those in employment and those unemployed. 
He argues that employed adults are most likely to engage in learning due to one’s 
own initiative or through the initiative of the employer, while the unemployed are 
more likely to gain new competences in order to join the workforce. As a matter of 
fact, Chao insists that the immigrant learners’ needs tend to be extrinsic, because of 
pressure from the government to integrate into the host country. 

The learner’s previous educational experience is another characteristic that 
impacts the learning process (Ivashko 2018). As Borg et al. (2016) explain, “people 
with lower educational attainment, who left formal education before the age of 19, 
highly value learning of basic skills such as reading, writing and numeracy” (p. 55). On 
the other hand, participants with higher educational attainment seem to demonstrate 
“the greatest interest in transferable knowledge that can be used to find jobs” (Borg et 
al. 2016, p. 60). It is also interesting to note that, according to the findings of Borg et 
al. (2016), individuals with incomplete secondary or elementary education are more 
attracted to learning FLs. Research also indicates that adult learners have a greater 
intrinsic goal orientation than younger learners (Bye et al. 2007) because of the value 
that they attach to what is learned. Given their accumulated experience, adults are 
more likely to use the relevance of the material learnt as a way of sustaining their 
interest, and can be more critical of what they regard as not useful in contribution 
to their goal. In fact, Kuklewicz et al. (2018) argue that since adults often choose to 
learn a language because of the need to communicate with relatives or friends that 
live abroad, a functional or situational based syllabus that focuses on communicative 
language functions could be more beneficial to them. On the other hand, when 
motivations are extrinsic, the linguistic needs of the adult learner tend to be limited 
to those required by the employment sector, and it often happens that the learner 
stops attending lessons as soon as he or she reaches his/her goal (Caon 2005). Begotti 
(2019) however insists that although sometimes adults do have external factors 
which influence their decision for learning a language, they are more inclined to be 
intrinsically motivated, contrary to adolescents for whom school is compulsory.

With regards to the local situation, recent data (Eurostat 2016; NSO 2018) has 
demonstrated a growing interest and level of involvement of adults in lifelong learning, 
with an increase of 3.8% of the Maltese population participating in education and 
training (MEDE 2014). Notwithstanding this, the participation in tertiary education 
in Malta is significantly lower than the ET 2020 average target of 15%, given that 
according to the Eurostat data for 2018, Malta has 10.8% of adult participation in 
learning. This increased interest, in recent years, in adult education is due to factors 
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such as job mobility, the increase in the number of foreigners residing in Malta and 
mixed marriages. Moreover, Mayo (2012) contends that such an increase is also due 
to the fact that funds from the European Commission, such as the Grundtvig and 
Leonardo Da Vinci programmes, started to be utilised to improve the knowledge and 
employability of adult learners, as well as to promote lifelong learning. Following the 
EU Memorandum on Lifelong Learning of 2000 and the Resolution for a Renewed 
European Agenda for Adult learning of 2011, in which the European Council urged 
the member states to focus on adult learning, the Ministry for Education published 
a Framework for the Education Strategy for Malta 2014-2024 as well as the Malta 
National Lifelong Learning Strategy 2020 (MEDE 2014), comprising ten strategies, all 
focusing on the current challenges in adult learning whilst proposing measures to 
mitigate them. The second of these strategies encourages the teaching of FLs due 
to the increasingly multicultural society that is present in the Maltese Islands. And 
while on the one hand the local situation is worrying when considering the declining 
number of students who are studying FLs at post-secondary, on the other hand, 
Pace (2018) argues that “the number of adult learners who have applied to learn a 
foreign language at a LLC during the year 2018/19 has reached a staggering 1054” 
(p. 430). This dramatic increase in participation is proof of the ever-growing need for 
educational opportunities in FL teaching and learning. In fact, Pace (2018) emphasises 
the fact that “there is an urgent need for a planned, sustained commitment to a 
programme of change” (p. 432). Some of these much-needed changes are in fact now 
being implemented. These include the introduction of FL courses at MQF levels 1 and 
2 based on proficiency in the speaking, reading, writing and listening competences in 
real-world situations, a wide array of languages on offer, including Arabic, Chinese, 
English as a FL (EFL), French, German, Greek, Italian, Japanese, Maltese as a FL (MFL), 
Russian, Spanish, and Turkish, as well as the provision to equal access to lifelong 
learning that supports inclusivity in a diverse Maltese society, and that helps the 
individual in making social advancements, especially when it comes to migrants who 
require tailor-made courses and support systems that may facilitate their entry in the 
workplace, including courses in EFL and MFL. 

Methodology

For this research, a quantitative methodology has been chosen. Such a methodology 
not only facilitates the collection of a wide sample of responses intended to 
represent the rest of the population, in this case of adult learners, but it also allows 
the researchers to analyse data which can help provide information about future 
outcomes with regards to the needs and motivations of adult learners following FL 
courses at LLCs. As stated by Coe et al. (2017), it is considered as a collection of 
numerical data, where the research takes on a natural science approach with an 
objective perspective of reality. 
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The starting point was the testing of the basis of theoretical findings about the 
type of needs and motivations the adult learners have, which have been divided into 
categories in the questionnaires. This was followed by the testing of the hypothesis 
of whether the socio-demographic and academic variables influence the types of 
motivation that adult learners have. In addition, when quantifying the research, 
the data gathered has been structured in a clear way, avoiding any ambiguity while 
making it ideal for large sample studies. Since the research focused on the needs 
and motivations of adults learning FLs in Malta, it was decided to collect data 
from the LLCs which form part of the Directorate for Research, Lifelong Learning 
and Employability (DRLE) within MEDE given that, on the local scene, DRLE offers 
the biggest and most varied amount of language courses for adult learners, thus 
being highly representative of the population of adult learners in Malta. In fact, the 
DRLE offers accredited courses in 12 different FLs with lessons offered both in the 
mornings and in the evenings from October to June, with a 2 week break over the 
Christmas and the Easter period. Following consultations with the Assistant Director 
for the DRLE, it was decided that the questionnaires be administered in the two 
different LLCs offering the widest range of FL courses and attended by a considerable 
number of adults. 

In order to measure objectively the social reality of adults learning a FL, data was 
gathered through survey research to a sample of 140 participants. Although most 
of the questions asked were close-ended with multiple choices, the questionnaire 
also incorporated several open-ended questions in those instances where further 
explanations were needed. In order to avoid misunderstandings, the questions 
were direct, straightforward, and easy to understand, with participants also having 
the option of choosing to answer either in Maltese or in English. Following a pilot-
test, three questions within the questionnaire were restructured as it transpired 
that they were not coherent or specific enough to the respondents. A total of 2 
questionnaires were administered to the same participants. The first one consisted 
of 19 questions and was distributed at the beginning of the course term in October, 
while a second questionnaire consisting of 7 questions was distributed towards the 
end of the same course term in March. The former intended to identify the learners’ 
needs and motivations, while the latter aimed to discover whether the language 
courses have met the learners’ expectations and needs. In order to preserve the 
anonymity of the participants, the directors of the LLCs were asked to administer the 
questionnaires themselves to the adult learners. To ensure the reliability and validity 
of the results obtained, an objective quantitative approach was used, wherein it 
was assured that the sample chosen consisted of participants who vary in age, 
gender, and nationality. Other than representing the majority of the population, this 
variety in the participants’ background and choice of FLs helped to generalise the 
findings and reach the research’s aims. All ethical concerns and considerations were 
taken into account and approval was obtained from all relevant authorities both at 
University of Malta as well as the Ministry of Education. 
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Once the distribution and collection of the questionnaires was concluded, a 
thematic analysis of the data followed, with a more qualitative approach. Themes 
which emerged include the background of the participants, their knowledge of the 
FLs, needs and motivations for learning a FL, barriers and difficulties encountered 
during the course, as well as choice of institution.

Findings

Within the LLCs in Malta, over recent years, there has been an increasing number of 
adults applying to learn a FL. In scholastic year 2019/2020 the number of applicants 
reached a staggering 3415, while in 2020/2021, in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic 
situation, the number of applicants reached 1327. The majority of the participants 
(32%) were following an English as a Foreign language course. This could be due to 
the fact that the majority (61%) of them were arriving from countries where English is 
not their L1 and in a bilingual country like Malta, it is essential for them to be able to 
communicate and understand at least one of the country’s official languages. Italian 
was the second language most chosen by the participants (28%). In Malta there has 
always been a vast interest in Italian mainly because of the geographical vicinity and 
the historic affiliations between the two countries apart from the fact that the Maltese 
lexicon itself is replete with Italianisms (Brincat 2011, p. 401-415). It is interesting to 
note that there was a considerable number of participants learning languages like 
Japanese, Turkish, Russian, Chinese, Greek and Arabic, which are either not offered 
in compulsory education or not popular choices among Maltese students. Diadori et 
al (2009) argue that most likely, whoever chooses to enrol in a language course in 
adulthood already has basic prior knowledge of the FL chosen. This is confirmed by 
64% of the participants of this study’s findings. It seems appropriate to follow the 
recommendations from the National Research Report (Bugre, Chana 2018) which 
suggests that Assessment of Prior Learning needs to take place in order to get a clear 
indication of the level of the skills and competences of the migrant learners. Such an 
awareness of the previous learning experiences of the learners and their country’s 
school system enables the educators to better analyse their learning styles and 
motivate them to learn how to learn. 

This research is based on the idea that “Knowing how motivated a person may be 
is important, but equally important is knowing why they are motivated” (Gonzalez 
Peitado et al. 2017, p. 125), because as soon as that purpose for learning is brought 
to light, it will be easier to engage the adult learners and widen their participation 
in lifelong learning (Chao 2009). In L2 and FL acquisition, motivation is fundamental, 
as it acts as a driving force for the process of learning and influences the different 
factors that make up the teaching-learning process (Richards et al. 1985, Dornyei 
1998; Gonzalez Peitado et al. 2017).

Motivation can be distinguished between intrinsic and extrinsic. Intrinsic motivation 
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is oriented towards knowledge, when learners are motivated to learn for an internally 
rewarding satisfaction and focus “on the process rather than the product” (Gonzalez 
Peitado et al. 2017, p. 126). Several studies (Begotti 2019, Bye et al. 2007; Gonzalez 
Peitado et al. 2017) have shown that this type of motivation is more common amongst 
adult learners and it leads to more positive outcomes when compared to extrinsic 
motivation (Deci, Ryan 2000, Richer et al. 2002). The results of this research confirm 
all this, given that, as illustrated in Figure 1, the most common motivational factors 
which have led the participants to choose to learn a FL in their adulthood were of 
an intrinsic nature. When the participants were asked to mention the reasons and 
motivations which led them to their choice, 62% of the participants mentioned 
personal satisfaction and enrichment. The next most common motivational factor, 
indicated by 56% of the learners, was knowledge acquisition, while 40% argued that 
they were enticed to learn the language by the idea of embarking on a new challenge. 
Furthermore, there were others who argued that they chose to learn a new language 
with the aim of keeping an active and healthy mind. These motivations are quite 
similar to those that, according to Gonzalez Peitado et al. (2017) and Begotti (2010, 
2019), drive adult learners to study FLs in other countries. Having an interest for the 
culture, the country, and the language itself is considered by Khasinah (2014) as a 
type of integrative motivation and 53% of our participants mentioned such an interest 
as their prime motivation for learning a FL. In fact, non-Maltese learners expressed 
their desire to learn more about the local way of thinking, with the aspiration of being 
able to integrate better in the host country. Eventually, the learners’ attitudes towards 
native speakers and their culture will reflect how successful the learning process was. 

Figure 1: Motivations of the learners. 
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The extrinsically oriented motivations present in the results are significantly 
lower when compared to the intrinsically oriented ones. The vast majority of the 
participants (94%) declared to be learning the FL on a personal initiative and out of 
their free choice, while only 6% stated that they were obliged to do so. According 
to Gonzalez Peitado et al (2017), when the motivation is purely extrinsic, “the 
purpose is no longer oriented towards personal satisfaction, but towards external 
recognition” (p. 129). Learning a language as an adult is often linked to work-oriented 
or professional reasons, such as “getting a promotion, receiving a higher salary, 
acquiring a higher qualification, or transferring out of a current job and venturing 
into a new domain that is anticipated to give greater rewards or better conditions” 
(Gom 2009, p. 18). In fact, 34% of the participants remarked that their main reason 
for learning a FL was to improve their professional linguistic competence, while 13% 
stated that they were required to obtain formal certification in the FL. Moreover, 
another 34% said that they were driven by the better employment opportunities 
that a FL could offer. 

One has to keep in mind that languages have become crucial in all sectors of 
today’s global marketplace (Pace 2013, Pace 2018). In fact, the ET2020 framework 
highlights the rising demand for FLs and communication skills on the European 
labour market, as well as the need for new teaching methods of FLs that are oriented 
towards preparing the learner for diverse professional contexts. As Pace (2013) 
affirms, those who are required to learn a language for work purposes need to learn 
specific competences that are unique to their job sectors. Given the wide variety of 
job sectors from which the participants of this study prevail, it might be the case for 
the DRLE to introduce language courses for specific purposes, to better prepare and 
support adults in their linguistic needs for work purposes. This should be taken into 
consideration even in the light of the Malta National Lifelong Learning Strategy 2020 
in which it is stated that “Alternative learning pathways and opportunities – whether 
it be second chance adult education or more job-related continuing training – need 
new approaches and new forms of governance” (MEDE 2014, p. 7). Furthermore, 
non-Maltese participants who took part in this study, stated that their main reasons 
for learning MFL or EFL were to avoid being discriminated against, to integrate 
better in the Maltese society, as well as to have better chances at obtaining Maltese 
citizenship and long-term residence in Malta. Other than reflecting the idea that 
immigrant learners’ needs tend to be extrinsic, it feels imperative that such needs 
are given enough thought and consideration when preparing the language learning 
content. 

As illustrated in Figure 2, when the participants were asked to rate their 
preferences regarding which of the four basic language skills they consider most 
necessary for their needs, listening and speaking were by far regarded as the 
most relevant. This is no surprise given that 42% of the 140 participants of this 
research declared that their main source of motivation to study a FL was related 
to communication needs. Moreover, the educators commented that some foreign 
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learners who were at their early stages of learning kept a translator app at hand, as 
they couldn’t communicate neither in Maltese nor in English. This, needless to say, 
has serious implications on the nature and content to be presented in the course 
of study, meaning that the learners would benefit most from teaching and learning 
approaches that are more communicative in nature. 

                                                                                                                         

It is to be noted that the majority of the participants (76%) who identified the 
listening skills as being the most relevant for their needs, felt that the course had 
met their expectations. On the contrary, the majority (73%) of those who considered 
speaking as the most essential skill felt that the course failed to help them improve 
their competencies, and thus were not satisfied with the course content and 
approach. Unfortunately, when the participants were asked how confident they felt 
to communicate in the FL that they were learning, only 14% felt that they made 
the highest improvement in their communicative competence, while another 
12% expressed their disappointment at not having enough conversation-oriented 
lessons. In fact, when discussing possible barriers they found to learning, a common 
shortcoming mentioned by many is that there was not enough importance given 
and time dedicated throughout the language courses to content that deals with 
everyday life and to conversation skills. This research’s findings are also in line with 
a similar study held in Krakow, Poland, by Jaroszewska’s (2013), as cited in Ivashko 

Figure 2: Language skills relevant to the needs of the learners. 
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(2018), wherein the adults learning FLs emphasised that it was necessary to lessen 
the amount of writing and reading during the FL classes and increase the time 
dedicated to speaking and listening. However, two important considerations need 
to be mentioned here. First of all, one must keep in mind that from the first to the 
second questionnaire, only 5 months had elapsed, making it very difficult, if not 
impossible for learners to gain enough confidence to be able to communicate in 
the TL. The second consideration is that the FL courses offered by the LLC are not 
specifically intended for work purposes. In addition, time constraints were another 
issue that hindered the adults’ learning process. In fact, many remarked how their 
work schedules made it challenging for them to revise what was done in class and to 
dedicate enough time to individual study. 

The way forward

In view of the findings of this research, we are putting forward our suggestions to 
offer a better learning experience to adult learners. 

Firstly, since adults commented on the challenges they face in maintaining a 
balance between family, work and study, they would become more motivated to 
participate in lifelong learning when and where they have their employers’ support. 
There could also be the introduction of a flexible schedule of the courses held at the 
LLCs, together with other incentives similar to the Get Qualified scheme, launched 
with the scope of inviting employers to help employees develop their knowledge and 
skills. Such incentives would not only benefit the employees but also the employers, 
since they would be investing in having more skilled workers. The employers’ 
support is also crucial for non-Maltese adult learners studying MFL or EFL, who 
probably have no knowledge of either the Maltese or English language prior to the 
start of these courses. Yet, the only way to communicate with the educator and 
other classmates would be through one of these two languages.  This reveals the 
importance, as suggested by Begotti (2019), of having educators and an educational 
system that supports and motivates them. They require a more urgent need to 
learn the L2 in order to integrate into the host country’s society and be able to 
carry out their work with less communication obstacles between workmates, clients 
and customers. This is especially needed in places such as hospitals, where there 
are several foreign health care workers whose patients depend on their ability to 
communicate well with them either in English or Maltese. Since migrants’ linguistic 
demands are very often work-related and therefore vary according to the different 
job sectors in which they work, maybe the time has come for the DRLE to consider 
introducing FL courses for specific purposes to better support their learners in their 
quest to upskill their linguistic abilities for work purposes.

Following strategy number 9 of MEDE (2014), the education sector must ensure 
that the educators are equipped with innovative pedagogies and curricula that, 
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according to Begotti (2010), can aid them to identify the variables that influence 
FLA. With the feedback presented by the participants, it emerged that there is a 
need for educators to continually consult their learners about their expectations of 
the course, by adopting a more learner-centred approach in class and involving in 
a more dynamic way the adult learners in the teaching and learning process itself. 
Such an approach would enable educators to become more sensitive to the most 
relevant language abilities needed by their adult learners. 

It is very clear that the communicative competence is valued by adult learners 
of FLs, given their strong need to be able to listen, understand and communicate 
in real-life situations. This is also confirmed by Kuklewicz (2018), who states that 
a functional or situational based syllabus, together with task-based learning (TBT), 
can be more beneficial to adult learners, as it promotes a more communicative 
approach in class which engages the learners in a more meaningful learning process, 
also through the use of authentic material (Ellis, Shintani 2014). The educator needs 
to find a balance between the skills and present authentic content that deals with 
everyday life situations. Presenting new knowledge within familiar contexts would 
also help overcome the issue of age-related difficulties encountered by the older 
learners. Indeed, when the skills and knowledge gained in class are useful and 
supported by authentic examples, the learners will become more stimulated, as 
their intrinsic needs are more likely to be fulfilled. Further to this, even the National 
Research Report (Bugre, Chana 2018) proposes that educators should be trained 
on issues of cultural diversity to be better prepared in creating an environment 
of mutual respect and inclusivity within the classroom. Introducing Professional 
Development Courses or a study-unit within the Masters in Teaching and Learning 
course at the University of Malta that specialises entirely in adult learning, would 
guarantee having better prepared educators.

Conclusion

The process of learning can be facilitated when the educator makes an effort to 
understand “who the adult learner is, how the social context shapes the learning 
that adults are engaged in, why adults are involved in learning activities, how adults 
learn, and how aging affects learning ability” (Merriam et al. 2007, p. 11). In addition, 
it is fundamental that courses in FLs for adults should have clear objectives that take 
into consideration factors such as the socio-economic background and individual 
characteristics of the learner, together with time and resources. 

Adults make a conscious choice of embarking on an educational journey and this 
is influenced by a number of social, economic and political aspects (Begotti 2019). 
Hence, identifying and understanding which are the intrinsic and extrinsic factors that 
positively and negatively affect their motivations, can aid researchers and educators 
into creating effective learning. This is what this research aims to do. Through the 
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analysis of data from questionnaires administered to adult learners following a FL 
course at the LLC, it provides a clearer picture of the needs and motivations of adult 
learners studying FLs, while also presenting various suggestions which can improve 
and make the learning experience of these adults more relevant to their needs and 
interests, from a personal, educational and professional point of view. 

The findings of this research, which are also very similar to those of other 
international studies (Begotti 2019, Bye et al. 2007, González Peiteado et al. 2017), 
show, among other things, how the main driving forces that attract individuals to 
learn FLs in their adulthood are of an intrinsic nature, such as personal satisfaction, 
knowledge acquisition and interest in the culture as well as the country in which 
the FL is spoken. For these learners, personal satisfaction derives simply from the 
process of systemising the learned material, linking it to previous experiences and 
being able to expand one’s own knowledge at a mature age (Begotti 2019). On the 
other hand, other participants were driven by extrinsically oriented reasons for 
enrolling in the FL courses such as better employment opportunities, integrating 
better in the Maltese society and obtaining formal certification. These reflected 
the majority of the migrants’ linguistic demands who took part in this study, which 
were often work-related. Nonetheless, a number of existing conflicts among the 
adult learners were highlighted, such as maintaining a good balance between work 
and study schedules, which further confirms the need for having incentives which 
support both employers and employees to encourage more adult participation.

Another two important aspects that have emerged from our research are the 
importance of being aware of the previous learning experiences of the adult learners 
and of the exposure they have to the FLs, as well as the need for educators to be 
aware of their learners’ expectations from the FL course, both at the start as well as 
throughout the course. It also resulted that the most important language abilities for 
adult learners are listening and speaking. Unfortunately, a considerable number of 
participants felt that the communicative aspect was not given so much importance 
throughout their course of studies. This feedback illustrates the need for having 
teaching and learning approaches that are more communicative in nature and a 
more learner-centred approach in class, with the educator acting as a facilitator for 
learning by involving the adult learner in the process of choosing the content to 
be covered in class. Hence, having well-trained educators in innovative pedagogies, 
would help them be more prepared in applying teaching and learning strategies that 
meet the expectations and needs of adult learners.

Bibliography

AHL, H., 2006. Motivation in adult education: A problem solver or a euphemism for direction 
and control? International Journal of Lifelong Education, 25 (5).

BEGOTTI, P., 2019. Adulti in classe. Insegnare lingue LS e L2 agli adulti stranieri. Caratteristiche, 
variabili e proposte operative. Padova: Libreria universitaria.

Needs and Motivations of Adults Learning Foreign Languages. The Maltese Perspective.



140

BEGOTTI, P., 2010. Imparare da adulti, insegnare ad adulti le lingue. Perugia: Guerra Edizioni.
BORG, C., MAYO, P., and RAYKOV, M., 2016. Adult learning in Malta: insights into current 

participation, content and forms of adult learning. Malta: Faculty of Education, 
University of Malta. [Online] Available: https://www.um.edu.mt/library/oar/
bitstream/123456789/21902/1/adult_learning_in_malta.pdf [July 15, 2019]

BOSC, F., 2007. Formazione Linguistica e Imprese: Un Dialogo Non Sempre Facile. Valorizzare 
l’Insegnamento e l’Apprendimento Linguistico. Roma: Istituto per lo Sviluppo Della 
Formazione dei Lavoratori.

BRINCAT, J. M., 2011. Maltese and other languages. Malta: Midsea Books.
BUGRE, M. and CHANA, A., 2018. Promoting the Inclusion of Migrants in Adult Education – 

National Research Report: Malta 2018. Malta: FSM. [Online] Available: https://ec.europa.
eu/migrant-integration/librarydoc/promoting-the-inclusion-of-migrants-in-adult-
education-national-research-report-malta-2018 [September 5, 2019]

BYE, D., PUSHKAR, D., AND CONWAY, M., 2007. Motivation, Interest, and Positive Effect in 
Traditional and Nontraditional Undergraduate Students. Adult Education Quarterly, 57, 
pp. 141-158.

CAON, F., 2005. Un Approccio Umanistico-Affettivo nell’Insegnamento dell’Italiano L2 a Malta. 
Milano: FrancoAngeli.

CHAO, R. JR, YAP, 2009. Understanding the Adult Learners’ motivation and barrier. European 
society for Research on the Education of Adults, 5, pp. 905-915.

COE, R., WARING, M., HEDGES, L., AND ARTHUR, J., 2017. The Nature of Educational Research. 
Research Methods and Methodologies in Education. (2nd ed). Hedges. London: Sage 
Publications.

DECI, E. L. and RYAN, R. M., 2009. Promoting self-determined school engagement: Motivation, 
learning, and well-being. In: K. R. Wenzel and A. Wigfield (Eds.), Educational psychology 
handbook series. Handbook of motivation at school (pp. 171–195). Routledge/Taylor and 
Francis Group.

DIADORI, P., PALERMO, M., and TRONCARELLI, D., 2009. Manuale di Didattica dell’Italiano. 
Perugia: Guerra Edizioni.

DÖRNYEI, Z., 1998. Motivation in second and foreign language learning. Language Teaching. 
31(3), pp. 117-135.

ELLIS, R. and SHINTANI, N., 2014. Exploring language pedagogy through second language 
acquisition research. London: Routledge.

EUROPEAN COMMISSION, 2018. Languages for Jobs. Providing multlingual communicaton 
skills for the labour market. Report from the thematic working group “Languages for Jobs” 
European Strategic Framework for Education and Training (ET 2020). [Online] Available: 
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/education-and-training/eu-benchmarks [September 
20, 2019].

EUROSTAT., 2015. Adult learning statistics. [Online] Available: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/
statistics-explained/index.php/Adult_learning_statistics [October 11, 2019].

FREY, B.A., and ALMAN, S.W., 2003. Applying adult learning theory to the online classroom. 
New Horizons. Adult Education. 17(1), 4-12.

GOM, O., 2009. Motivation and adult learning. Contemporary PNG Studies, 10, 17-25. 
[Online] Available: https://search.informit.org/documentSummary;dn=96288409007723
7;res=IELIND [May 22, 2020].

Borg, Pace

https://www.um.edu.mt/library/oar/bitstream/123456789/21902/1/adult_learning_in_malta.pdf
https://www.um.edu.mt/library/oar/bitstream/123456789/21902/1/adult_learning_in_malta.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/migrant-integration/librarydoc/promoting-the-inclusion-of-migrants-in-adult-edu
https://ec.europa.eu/migrant-integration/librarydoc/promoting-the-inclusion-of-migrants-in-adult-edu
https://ec.europa.eu/migrant-integration/librarydoc/promoting-the-inclusion-of-migrants-in-adult-edu
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/education-and-training/eu-benchmarks
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Adult_learning_statistics
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Adult_learning_statistics
https://search.informit.org/documentSummary;dn=962884090077237;res=IELIND
https://search.informit.org/documentSummary;dn=962884090077237;res=IELIND


141

GONZÁLEZ-PEITEADO, M., and RODRÍGUEZ-LÓPEZ, B., 2017. Factores motivacionales 
de los adultos para el estudio de una lengua extranjera. Pedagogia Social Revista 
Interuniversitaria, (30), 129.

IVASHKO, O., 2018. Teaching foreign languages at third-year students in Poland. The Modern 
Higher Education Review, (3)

JAROSZEWSKA, A., 2013. Teaching foreign languages seniors in Poland. The analysis of the 
needs and possibilities of seniors in multicultural aspect. Kraków, Poland: Impuls.

KHASINAH, S., 2014. Factors influencing second language acquisition. Englisia Journal, 1(2) 
KNOWLES, M., HOLTON E., and SWANSON R., 2005. The Adult learner. The Definitive Classic. 

Education and Human Resource Development. (6th ed.). California: Elsevier.
KNOWLES, M., HOLTON, E., and SWANSON, R., 2012. The Adult learner. The Definitive Classic. 

Education and Human Resource Development. (7th ed.). New York: Routledge.
LA GRASSA, M., and VILLARINI, A., 2008. Gli apprendenti over 55 e le lingue straniere. Studi di 

glottodidattica, 3, pp. 135-167.
MAYO, P., 2012. Adult Education in Malta. Challenges and Prospects. Journal of Adult and 

Continuing Education 18(1), pp. 43-60
MEDE, 2014. Malta National Lifelong Learning Strategy 2020. Malta: Ministry of Education 

and Employment. [Online] Available: https://education.gov.mt/en/Documents/Malta%20
National%20Lifelong%20Learning%20Strategy%202020.pdf [May 6, 2019]

MERRIAM, S. B., CAFFARELLA, R.S., and BAUMGARTNER, L.M., 2007. Learning in adulthood: A 
comprehensive guide. San Francisco: John Wiley and Sons, inc.

MERRIAM, S. B., and CAFFARELLA, R. S., 1999. Learning in adulthood: A comprehensive guide. 
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers.

MIKELADZE, T., 2014. Foreign language instruction at liberal adult education institutions. 
Tbilisi. [Monograph]. [Online] Available: https://www.academia.edu/14846876/Foreign_
Language_Instruction_at_Liberal_Adult_Education_Institutions [September 9, 2019]

MOLLICA, A., 2009. Teaching and Learning Languages. (4th ed.). Perugia: Guerra Edizioni – 
Soleil.

NSO, 2019. Regional Statistics Malta 2019 edition. Malta: National Statistics Office. [Online]. 
Available: https://nso.gov.mt/en/publicatons/Publications_by_Unit/Documents/02_
Regional_Statistics_(Gozo_Office)/Regional%20Statistics%20MALTA%202019%20Edition.
pdf [September 4, 2019].

PACE, M., 2013. The Teaching of Foreign Languages for Specific Purposes: The Way Forward. 
The Educator. A Journal of Educational Matters. pp. 15-22. Issue No. 1. Valletta, Malta: 
Malta Union of Teachers.

PACE, M., 2018. Foreign Languages within Post-Compulsory and Tertiary Institutions. What 
Future? Breaking Barriers. The Junior College Multi-Disciplinary Conference: Research, 
Practice and Collaboration. ISBN: 978-99957-1-437-6.

RICHARDS, J., PLATT, J. and WEBER, H., 1985. Longman Dictionary of Applied Linguistics. 
England: Longman.

RICHER, S. F., BLANCHARD, C. M. and VALLERAND, R. J., 2002. A motivational model of work 
turnover. Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 32 (2), pp. 2089-2113.

SINGLETON, D. and RYAN, L., 2004. Language acquisition: The age factor. Clevedon: 
Multilingual Matters Ltd.

WLODKOWSKI, R. J., 2008. Enhancing adult motivation to learn: A comprehensive guide for 
teaching all adults. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass A Wiley Imprint.

Needs and Motivations of Adults Learning Foreign Languages. The Maltese Perspective.

https://education.gov.mt/en/Documents/Malta%20National%20Lifelong%20Learning%20Strategy%202020.pdf
https://education.gov.mt/en/Documents/Malta%20National%20Lifelong%20Learning%20Strategy%202020.pdf
https://www.academia.edu/14846876/Foreign_Language_Instruction_at_Liberal_Adult_Education_Institutio
https://www.academia.edu/14846876/Foreign_Language_Instruction_at_Liberal_Adult_Education_Institutio
https://nso.gov.mt/en/publicatons/Publications_by_Unit/Documents/02_Regional_Statistics_(Gozo_Office
https://nso.gov.mt/en/publicatons/Publications_by_Unit/Documents/02_Regional_Statistics_(Gozo_Office
https://nso.gov.mt/en/publicatons/Publications_by_Unit/Documents/02_Regional_Statistics_(Gozo_Office


142

ZAMMIT, S., 2014. Mature students in Education. (Unpublished BA Hons Thesis). Faculty of 
Arts, Department of Sociology: University of Malta.

Borg, Pace


