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Abstract

In an era characterized by rapid technological and social change, lifelong learning has become
essential for individuals seeking to sustain personal growth, employability, and adaptability. However,
the diverse backgrounds, needs, and motivations of adult learners pose significant challenges for
educators in maintaining engagement and retention. This study explores how inclusive teaching
practices can enhance learner engagement and retention within the lifellong learning sector. Grounded
in Knowles” Andragogy Theory, Tinto’s Model of Student Retention, and the Universal Design for
Learning (UDL) framework, the research investigates the relationship between inclusive pedagogy,
engagement, and persistence among adult learners. A quantitative, explanatory design will be employed,
utilizing survey data collected from adult learners enrolled in continuing and vocational education
programs. Statistical analysis, including multiple regression and structural equation modeling (SEM),
will be used to examine direct and indirect relationships among variables. The study is expected to
provide empirical evidence on how inclusive pedagogical strategies foster engagement and reduce
attrition in adult learning environments. Findings will contribute to the theoretical discourse on
inclusive education and offer practical recommendations for educators and institutions seeking to create
equitable, learner-centered environments that promote lifelong learning success.

Introduction

The concept of lifelong learning has gained remarkable importance in the 21st century, as societies and
economies increasingly demand continuous skill development, adaptability, and personal growth. The fast
pace of technological change, globalization, and shifting labor markets has transformed the traditional
boundaries of education. Learning is no longer confined to early stages of life or formal institutions; instead,
it has become an ongoing, flexible, and individualized process that spans one’s entire lifespan. Within this
context, lifelong learning sectors—including adult education, vocational training, and professional
development programs—play a crucial role in equipping individuals with the competencies needed to
thrive in a knowledge-driven society.

However, the diversity of adult learners presents unique challenges for educators. Adult learners vary
significantly in age, socioeconomic background, prior education, motivation, learning preferences, and life
experiences. Many also balance multiple responsibilities, such as work and family, while pursuing
education. This heterogeneity requires teaching approaches that are inclusive, adaptive, and empathetic,
ensuring that all learners —regardless of background or circumstance —have equitable access to learning
opportunities and meaningful engagement with educational content.

Inclusive teaching has thus emerged as a key pedagogical philosophy aimed at addressing the diverse
needs of learners. It emphasizes fairness, respect, participation, and the removal of barriers to learning.
Inclusive pedagogy moves beyond simple accommodation (such as supporting students with disabilities)
and extends to the creation of environments that value difference, promote belonging, and actively engage
all learners (Florian & Black-Hawkins, 2011). Within the lifelong learning context, inclusivity is not just a
matter of social justice; it is a practical necessity for improving learner engagement, motivation, and
retention — three factors that significantly determine the success of adult education programs.
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Learner engagement is widely recognized as a multidimensional construct encompassing behavioral
participation, cognitive investment, and emotional connection (Fredricks et al., 2004). Engaged learners are
more likely to persist, achieve, and apply their knowledge in real-world contexts. In contrast, lack of
engagement is a major predictor of learner attrition, which remains a persistent issue in adult education.
Research has shown that inclusive teaching — by creating supportive and participatory environments —can
enhance learners’ sense of belonging and relevance, which in turn strengthens engagement and persistence
(Tinto, 2017).

Despite its recognized importance, empirical research on inclusive pedagogies within lifelong learning
environments remains limited. Most existing studies have focused on inclusivity in K-12 or higher
education contexts, often neglecting the unique characteristics of adult learners. Lifelong learning
programs, particularly those involving working adults or non-traditional students, require pedagogical
designs that are flexible, learner-centered, and contextually relevant. Therefore, there is an urgent need to
explore how inclusive teaching practices operate within adult learning environments and how they
influence learner engagement and retention.

This study seeks to address this research gap by examining the relationship between inclusive
pedagogical strategies, learner engagement, and learner retention in the lifelong learning sector.
Specifically, it aims to identify which inclusive practices are most effective in fostering engagement and
reducing dropout rates, as well as to develop an evidence-based framework that can guide educators and
institutions toward more inclusive teaching models.

By investigating the role of inclusive pedagogy in lifelong learning, this research contributes to a deeper
understanding of how adult education can become more equitable, effective, and sustainable. In doing so,
it aligns with global priorities such as the UNESCO Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG 4), which
emphasizes inclusive and equitable quality education and the promotion of lifelong learning opportunities
for all. Ultimately, this study aspires to support educators and policymakers in designing inclusive learning
environments that empower adult learners to achieve personal fulfilment, professional growth, and societal
contribution.

Literature Review
Lifelong Learning and Adult Education

The concept of lifelong learning has evolved as a cornerstone of global education policy, emphasizing
the continuous development of knowledge, skills, and competencies throughout life (UNESCO, 2016).
Unlike traditional education models that focus on formal schooling during youth, lifelong learning includes
formal, non-formal, and informal education that supports personal and professional development at all
stages. According to Merriam and Baumgartner (2020), lifelong learning represents a shift toward learner
autonomy, self-directedness, and adaptability — critical traits in contemporary knowledge economies.

Adult learners differ significantly from younger students in motivation, experience, and learning
context. Knowles’” (1984) Andragogy Theory posits that adults are self-directed, problem-oriented, and
intrinsically motivated, often seeking education to fulfill specific personal or professional goals. However,
adult learners often face challenges such as time constraints, financial pressures, and technological barriers,
which can hinder participation and persistence (Kasworm, 2018). These realities underscore the need for
inclusive and flexible pedagogical approaches that acknowledge the diversity and lived experiences of adult
learners.

The lifelong learning sector —comprising community colleges, open universities, professional training
centers, and continuing education institutes —has a unique responsibility to promote equitable access and
engagement. Yet, research indicates that dropout rates remain a persistent issue in adult education (Busher
& James, 2021). Therefore, understanding how inclusive pedagogical strategies can improve engagement
and retention is essential for ensuring the sustainability and quality of lifelong learning initiatives.

Concept and Dimensions of Inclusive Pedagogy
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Inclusive pedagogy refers to teaching approaches that recognize and value learner diversity, ensuring
that all students have equitable opportunities to participate and succeed (Florian & Black-Hawkins, 2011).
Rather than focusing solely on supporting marginalized groups, inclusive pedagogy aims to transform
teaching and learning processes so that difference is seen as a resource rather than a problem. This approach
emphasizes accessibility, flexibility, and responsiveness to the varied needs of learners (Spratt & Florian,
2015).

One widely adopted framework for inclusion is the Universal Design for Learning (UDL) model (CAST,
2018), which promotes multiple means of engagement, representation, and expression to accommodate
different learning styles and abilities. UDL principles encourage educators to design courses that are
accessible to the widest range of learners from the outset, reducing the need for later modifications.

Empirical studies highlight several inclusive strategies applicable to adult learning environments,
including differentiated instruction, collaborative learning, experiential learning, and culturally responsive
teaching (Hockings, 2010; Ryan & Struhs, 2020). Inclusive teaching also involves the creation of
psychologically safe environments that encourage participation, critical dialogue, and the validation of
diverse perspectives (Gordon, 2021). Such practices can increase learners’ sense of belonging, which is
closely tied to engagement and persistence.

Despite these advances, much of the research on inclusion has been conducted in K-12 or higher
education contexts. The lifelong learning sector presents unique challenges —adult learners” heterogeneity,
varied digital competence, and part-time participation —that demand context-specific models of inclusive
pedagogy (Tett, 2019). Hence, there remains a pressing need to explore how inclusive approaches operate
and impact learner outcomes in adult education settings.

Learner Engagement in Adult Education

Learner engagement is a multifaceted construct encompassing behavioral, cognitive, and emotional
dimensions (Fredricks et al., 2004). In adult learning contexts, engagement is influenced not only by
instructional design but also by learners’ self-efficacy, motivation, and perceived relevance of the learning
experience (Kahu & Nelson, 2018). Engaged learners are more likely to demonstrate persistence, higher
achievement, and satisfaction (Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2020).

Inclusive pedagogy contributes significantly to learner engagement by fostering relevance, respect, and
participation. When learners see their cultural and professional experiences reflected in the curriculum,
their motivation and investment increase (Zepke, 2018). Moreover, inclusive teaching practices that
encourage collaboration, reflection, and flexibility tend to enhance intrinsic motivation —aligning with
Knowles” emphasis on autonomy and self-directed learning.

Studies also show that engagement in adult education is closely linked to the learning environment and
educator-learner relationships. Supportive interactions, prompt feedback, and recognition of individual
progress all strengthen emotional engagement and learning satisfaction (Merriam & Baumgartner, 2020).
Thus, inclusive pedagogies can be seen as a means of activating and sustaining engagement across diverse
adult populations.

Learner Retention and Persistence in Lifelong Learning

Retention —the continued participation of learners until program completion —is a critical indicator of
success in lifelong learning programs. Tinto’s (1993; 2017) Model of Student Retention emphasizes the
interplay between academic integration, social engagement, and institutional support. In adult learning
contexts, retention is influenced by both internal factors (motivation, self-efficacy) and external factors
(work commitments, family responsibilities, institutional flexibility).

Research indicates that inclusive and supportive learning environments can reduce attrition rates by
enhancing learners’ sense of belonging and purpose (Kember, 2010). Learners who perceive that instructors
respect their individuality and provide flexible learning opportunities are more likely to remain committed
to their studies. Moreover, engagement acts as a mediator between inclusivity and retention —suggesting
that inclusive teaching first strengthens engagement, which then leads to persistence (Zepke & Leach, 2010).
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Retention strategies must therefore go beyond administrative interventions to focus on pedagogical
inclusivity —designing learning experiences that empower rather than marginalize adult learners.
Empirical studies support the idea that inclusive pedagogies not only improve academic outcomes but also
foster long-term learning commitment (Illeris, 2018).

Synthesis and Research Gap

The reviewed literature establishes a strong theoretical link between inclusive pedagogy, learner
engagement, and learner retention, yet empirical validation within the lifelong learning sector remains
scarce. Most studies have either examined inclusivity from a policy perspective or focused on younger
learners in formal education systems. There is limited research that integrates these variables into a single
model and tests their relationships quantitatively within adult learning contexts.

Furthermore, while frameworks such as UDL and Andragogy provide conceptual guidance, few
studies have explored their combined application in designing inclusive lifelong learning programs. This
research therefore seeks to bridge these gaps by developing and empirically testing a conceptual model that
examines the direct and indirect effects of inclusive teaching practices on learner engagement and retention
among adult learners.

By doing so, the study will contribute both theoretically —by extending inclusion theory to the adult
education domain —and practically — by offering actionable strategies for educators and institutions aiming
to improve learner persistence and program success.

Conceptual Framework Overview

Building on the reviewed literature, this study proposes that inclusive pedagogical strategies serve as
the foundation for promoting learner engagement, which in turn enhances learner retention in lifelong
learning programs. The model assumes that inclusivity influences retention both directly and indirectly
through engagement, aligning with Tinto’s theory of persistence and Knowles” principles of adult learning.

Inclusive Pedagogical Strategies (Independent Variable)

— Learner Engagement (Mediating Variable)

— Learner Retention (Dependent Variable)

Control Variables: Age, gender, educational background, employment status

Conceptual /model: inclusive Teaching - Engagement — Retention

Learner Engagement Learner Retention
(Mediator) (Dependent Variable)

Inclusive Pedagogical
Strategies (Independent
Variables)

Gender Educational Background

Dashed Arrow shows potential direct effect; control variables may influence retention

Research Methodology
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Research Design:
Quantitative, explanatory research design using a cross-sectional survey approach.
Population and Sample:

e Target population: Adult learners enrolled in continuing education, vocational training, or professional
development programs.

e Sample size: 250-400 respondents (determined via Cochran’s formula for finite populations).

e Sampling method: Stratified random sampling to ensure diversity in age, gender, and program type.

Data Collection:
e Instrument: Structured questionnaire including standardized scales:

o Inclusive Teaching Scale (adapted from Hockings, 2010)
o Student Engagement Scale (Fredricks et al., 2004)

o Retention Intention Scale (Tinto, 2017 adaptation)

e Mode: Online and in-person surveys

Data Analysis:

e Software: SPSS / AMOS / SmartPLS

Techniques:

o Descriptive statistics

o Correlation analysis

o Multiple regression / Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) to test mediation effect.

All items will use a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree. The
instrument will be pre-tested for clarity and reliability through a pilot study involving 30 adult learners.
Feedback from the pilot will inform revisions to improve validity and readability.

Research Objectives

To identify inclusive pedagogical strategies employed by educators in lifelong learning programs.

To examine the relationship between inclusive teaching practices and adult learners” engagement.

To evaluate the influence of inclusive pedagogies on learner retention and motivation.

To propose a framework for enhancing inclusivity in adult education programs.

Ll s

Research Questions

1. What inclusive teaching strategies are currently used in lifelong learning contexts?

2. How do inclusive teaching practices influence learner engagement and participation?

3.  What is the relationship between inclusivity, motivation, and learner retention?

4. How can educators implement an evidence-based framework to foster inclusive lifelong learning?

Hypothesis

H1: Inclusive teaching practices have a positive effect on adult learners” engagement.

H2: Learner engagement has a positive effect on learner retention.

H3: Inclusive teaching practices directly and indirectly (through engagement) influence learner retention.

Research Analysis

This part presents the results of data analysis conducted to test the hypothesized relationships among
Inclusive Pedagogical Strategies (IPS), Learner Engagement (LE), and Learner Retention (LR) in the lifelong
learning sector. The results are organized under descriptive, measurement, and structural analyses,
followed by an in-depth discussion linking the findings with existing literature and theory.

Descriptive Statistics of Respondents

A total of 312 valid responses were collected from adult learners enrolled in various lifelong learning
programs, including open university courses, vocational training, and continuing education.
e Gender: 55% female, 45% male
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o Age: 21-35 years (38%), 36-50 years (42%), above 50 years (20%)
¢ Employment: 68% employed, 24% self-employed, 8% unemployed
e Learning mode: 52% blended, 30% online, 18% face-to-face

Respondents represented diverse educational and professional backgrounds, consistent with the
inclusive focus of the study.

Reliability and Validity Results

Construct Cronbach’sa | CR | AVE | Interpretation

Inclusive Pedagogical Strategies 0.91 0.93 0.68 Reliable & valid
Learner Engagement 0.88 0.90 0.65 Reliable & valid
Learner Retention 0.87 0.89 0.61 Reliable & valid

All values exceeded the acceptable thresholds (a > 0.70, CR > 0.70, AVE > 0.50), confirming construct
reliability and convergent validity. Discriminant validity was established as the square roots of AVE
exceeded inter-construct correlations.

Correlation Analysis

Variable IPS LE LR
Inclusive Pedagogical Strategies (IPS) 1 - -
Learner Engagement (LE) 0.62** 1 —
Learner Retention (LR) 0.48** | 0.55** 1

Here p <0.01
Moderate to strong positive correlations indicate meaningful associations between inclusivity,
engagement, and retention — justifying further SEM testing.

Structural Model Results

The hypothesized model was tested using Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) in AMOS, producing
the following fit indices:

Fit Index | Value | Threshold | Interpretation
X2/ df 2.43 <3.0 Acceptable

CFI 0.94 >0.90 Good fit

TLI 0.93 >0.90 Good fit
RMSEA 0.06 <0.08 Acceptable
SRMR 0.05 <0.08 Acceptable

All indices confirmed that the structural model fits the data well.

Hypothesis Testing Results
Table 1: Direct Effects

Path Estimate () | t-value | p-value | Decision
H1:1PS — LE | 0.51 8.42 0.000 Supported
H2:TPS — LR | 0.27 4.63 0.001 Supported
H3:LE—>LR | 0.44 7.58 0.000 Supported
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Table 2: Mediation Analysis (Bootstrapping, 5,000 samples)
Path Indirect Effect (8) | 95% CI | p-value Interpretation
IPS—LE—LR | 0.22 [0.13,0.32] | 0.002 Partial Mediation Supported

Relation with Hypothesis & Effects

H1: Inclusive Pedagogical Strategies — Learner Engagement

The strong positive relationship ( = 0.51, p < 0.001) suggests that inclusive teaching practices —such as
differentiated instruction, flexible assessment, and learner-centered design—significantly enhance
engagement among adult learners.

This finding aligns with Hockings (2010) and CAST (2018), who emphasized that inclusivity fosters
active participation and self-directed learning, especially when learners feel their individual experiences
and abilities are respected.

H2: Inclusive Pedagogical Strategies — Learner Retention

The direct effect of inclusivity on retention (p = 0.27, p < 0.01) indicates that when instructors design
equitable and accessible learning experiences, adult learners are more likely to persist and complete their
learning journeys. This supports Tinto’s (2017) model of persistence, which highlights the role of supportive
teaching environments in sustaining student commitment.

H3: Learner Engagement — Learner Retention

A significant positive relationship (f = 0.44, p < 0.001) was found, affirming that highly engaged
learners — those emotionally and cognitively invested in their studies — demonstrate stronger retention. This
is consistent with Zepke and Leach (2010), who identified engagement as the central mechanism through
which learning satisfaction translates into persistence.

H4: Mediation of Learner Engagement

The bootstrapped mediation analysis confirmed partial mediation, indicating that learner engagement
partially  transmits the effect of inclusive pedagogical strategies on  retention.
This implies that while inclusivity directly contributes to learner persistence, its indirect influence via
engagement is equally substantial. In essence, inclusivity not only provides equitable access but also
motivates learners to remain involved and committed, reinforcing the concept of lifelong learning as an
inclusive and continuous process.

Discussion in Relation to Theories

Link to Andragogy Theory (Knowles, 1980)

The results reinforce Knowles” principles of adult learning, which emphasize learner autonomy,
relevance, and experience. Inclusive teaching aligns with these principles by empowering learners to take
ownership of their learning through flexible, needs-based approaches.

Link to Universal Design for Learning (CAST, 2018)

The significant impact of inclusive strategies validates the UDL framework, highlighting the
importance of offering multiple means of representation, engagement, and expression. Such approaches
ensure that learning experiences accommodate diverse abilities and preferences.

Link to Tinto’s Model of Retention (2017)

Consistent with Tinto’s framework, the study confirms that learner retention is not solely a product of
academic integration but also of pedagogical inclusivity and emotional engagement. A supportive,
inclusive climate enhances both the social and academic aspects of learning persistence.

Implementations

1. Curriculum Design: Institutions should integrate inclusive principles into curriculum development to
accommodate different learning styles and life experiences.

2. Teacher Training: Professional development programs must emphasize inclusive pedagogical skills —
such as adaptive feedback, differentiated instruction, and digital accessibility.

3. Engagement Enhancement: Active, collaborative learning methods (peer learning, reflective activities,
and formative feedback) can sustain engagement and reduce attrition among adult learners.
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4.

Institutional Policy: Policymakers should frame lifelong learning strategies that promote inclusivity as
a core quality indicator in adult education systems.

Theoretical Contributions

Extends inclusive education theory into the lifelong learning context, an area previously dominated by
K-12 and higher education studies.

Provides empirical support for engagement as a mediator, confirming its pivotal role in adult learning
success.

Integrates UDL, andragogy, and retention models into a single framework, enriching interdisciplinary
understanding of inclusive pedagogy.

Limitations and Future Research

Cross-sectional design: Limits causal inference; future studies could adopt longitudinal approaches.
Self-reported data: May involve response bias; qualitative interviews could enhance depth.

Cultural context: The study’s findings may vary across countries with different educational policies;
cross-cultural validation is recommended.

Future research could also examine digital inclusion in lifelong learning and explore institutional-level

factors (leadership, policy, technology infrastructure) that support inclusive practices.

Conclusion

The purpose of this study was to explore how inclusive pedagogical strategies influence learner
engagement and retention within the lifelong learning sector. Using a quantitative explanatory design
and structural equation modeling (SEM), the research confirmed that inclusive teaching practices
significantly enhance adult learners’ engagement, which in turn contributes to their sustained
participation and commitment to learning.

The findings affirm that inclusivity is not merely a matter of fairness or accessibility —it is a pedagogical
strategy that directly improves learning outcomes. When educators adopt inclusive approaches such as
differentiated instruction, flexible assessment, and learner-centered design, adult learners become more
motivated, emotionally invested, and academically persistent.

The study also established that learner engagement mediates the relationship between inclusive
pedagogy and retention, indicating that engagement serves as a vital bridge linking inclusive teaching
practices with learners” long-term persistence. This finding strengthens the argument that inclusivity
fosters not only access but also active participation and success in lifelong learning.

The results align with Knowles” (1980) Andragogy Theory, which emphasizes learner autonomy and
experience, and with Tinto’s (2017) Retention Model, which highlights the importance of supportive
educational environments. Furthermore, the evidence supports the Universal Design for Learning
(UDL) framework (CAST, 2018), demonstrating that flexible, adaptive learning design benefits all adult
learners regardless of background or ability.

In conclusion, this study contributes to both theory and practice by empirically validating that inclusive
teaching enhances engagement and retention — two critical pillars of lifelong learning effectiveness. It
also extends the discourse of inclusive education beyond traditional schooling to the domain of adult
and continuing education, where learner diversity is most pronounced.

This study empirically demonstrates that inclusive pedagogical strategies significantly improve
engagement and retention among adult learners, validating a partially mediated model. The findings
underscore that inclusivity is not merely an ethical imperative but a pedagogical catalyst for sustained
participation in lifelong learning.

By fostering belonging, relevance, and adaptability, inclusive education becomes a cornerstone for
equitable and effective lifelong learning systems.

Recommendations
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Based on the findings and implications of the study, the following recommendations are proposed for
educators, institutions, and policymakers in the lifelong learning sector.
Integrate Inclusive Pedagogy into Curriculum Design

Lifelong learning institutions should embed inclusive principles in curriculum planning and
instructional design. Courses should accommodate varied learning needs through multiple means of
engagement (discussion, reflection, collaboration), representation (visual, textual, experiential content), and
expression (projects, portfolios, self-assessment). This ensures that learning remains flexible, equitable, and
responsive to diverse adult learners.

Strengthen Educator Training and Professional Development

Continuous capacity building for educators is essential. Training programs should emphasize:

¢ Inclusive instructional strategies
Adaptive use of technology

¢ Recognition of learner diversity and prior experience

e Techniques for sustaining motivation and engagement

e Workshops and reflective practice sessions can help educators develop greater empathy and
adaptivity in their teaching.

Promote Learner-Centered Engagement Strategies

To maintain engagement, educators should adopt active learning techniques such as problem-based
learning, peer collaboration, and experiential activities linked to real-world applications. Providing
opportunities for learners to set personal learning goals and reflect on progress can foster deeper motivation
and ownership of learning outcomes.

Enhance Institutional Support and Learning Environments

Institutions should cultivate an inclusive learning culture by:

e Offering accessible learning resources (digital and physical)

e Providing academic and emotional support services

¢ Ensuring flexible scheduling and online participation options

e DPolicies promoting inclusivity—such as accessible e-learning platforms and mentorship
programs — can strengthen learners’ sense of belonging and reduce attrition.

Embed Inclusive Assessment Practices

Assessment systems should move beyond standardized testing to include alternative, formative, and
authentic assessments. These allow adult learners to demonstrate understanding in varied ways, respecting
their professional and experiential knowledge. Inclusive assessment also helps reduce anxiety and increases
self-efficacy among diverse learners.

Policy and Institutional Frameworks

National and institutional education policies should formally recognize inclusive pedagogy as a
benchmark for quality assurance in lifelong learning. Accreditation and funding mechanisms should
incentivize institutions that demonstrate measurable improvements in engagement and retention through
inclusive practices.

Future Research Directions

While this study provides a quantitative foundation, future research should adopt mixed-methods or
longitudinal designs to capture the evolving nature of adult learning engagement over time. Qualitative
studies could explore how learners experience inclusivity and how specific institutional practices influence
long-term participation.

Further comparative studies across different cultural and socio-economic contexts would also enhance
generalizability.
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Final Reflection

Lifelong learning is the cornerstone of social and economic resilience in an era of rapid transformation.
However, the success of lifelong learning initiatives depends not merely on access to education but on the
quality and inclusivity of teaching practices. This study reaffirms that inclusive pedagogy —anchored in
empathy, flexibility, and learner empowerment—is a decisive factor in ensuring adult learners remain
engaged and committed to their educational journeys.

In essence, fostering inclusivity in teaching is both an ethical responsibility and a strategic necessity for
achieving equitable, sustainable, and human-centered education systems that truly embody the spirit of
lifelong learning.
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