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IMPLICATIONS FOR COOPERATIVE EXTENSION. It is important for Extension Educators who want learning to be meaningful for adults to understand how one’s purpose in life relates to adult learning.

The question “Who am I?” challenges each of us in our life journey. We spend our lifetime determining answers to a second question: “Why am I?” The answers that we arrive upon for this question help us to define who we are. We continue to reinforce this view of ourselves until a life event causes us to question our assumptions about the world and us. It is at these times that we question our underlying assumptions about what we believe to be true. The answers to “Why am I?” gives us our purpose in life, or vocation or calling in life. This questioning leads to adult learning.

Sources of mission. The word, mission, is the set of assumptions that each person holds about his or her life, purpose, reason for being, or what he or she is to do with life. Our mission can come from three different sources. First, life purpose begins with our instinct to survive. Second, mission can come as a call from the spirit. We often speak of our vocation as our calling. Third, mission can come from society. Society expectations can be different based on whether the person is male or female; rich or poor; urban or rural; conservative or liberal, etc.

Adult leaning and mission. From the beginnings of adult education, philosophers have understood that learning is at the core of humanity. Theories of adult learning such as critical theory, enlightenment, emancipation, conscientization and transformation theory recognize that the struggle to answer the question, “Why am I?” can liberate adults from the systems of thinking that prevent them from reaching their human potential.

Transformation and mission. The learning process can cause adults to revise or to reinforce the set of assumptions that they carry about their life purpose or direction. Through new learning experience, adults reevaluate and/or uncover their purposes by examining their assumptions about them. Sometimes these new experience support an existing direction or broaden the possibilities or change the direction of one’s life altogether. When the perspective of one’s mission is suddenly understood or changed, a person’s learning focus will become quite clear. The assumptions surrounding life purpose are quite powerful whether they are known. Of the older people interviewed, life’s mission seems to be initially formulated early in life, although the person may not have recognized it at the time. Although the mission might be hidden, it provides the undercurrent for the river of a person’s life.

Mission and self-direction. The stronger and more focused that a person’s life mission is, the stronger and more focused the learner’s self-direction is.

Implications for practice. Generally, educators can improve the learning process by recognizing that learners come with a set of assumptions about their life purposes about which they very likely are not even aware. Educators can improve the learning process for adults by providing a way for them to understand how their life mission relates to the learning topic. This increases a learner’s self-direction and helps the learner to make meaningful learning choices, increases motivation, and leads to behavior change.

