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growing ageing 
population 

potential of increased 
leisure time 

pre-retirement 
preparation 

 ‘rights’ agenda:  ‘rights’ agenda: 
educators address a 
deficit; and 

gathering national and 
international agenda 
around lifelong learning
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‘As well as securing our economic future, learning has a wider contribution. It helps make ours a civilised society, develops the spiritual side of our lives and promotes active citizenship. Learning enables people to play a full part in their community. It strengthens the family, the strengthens the family, the neighbourhood and consequently the nation. It helps us fulfil our potential and opens doors to a love of music, art and literature. That is why we value learning for its own sake as well as for the equality of opportunity it brings.’
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NIACE Inquiry into the 
Future of Lifelong Learning (2009)
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‘The educational system had brought this revolt upon 
itself.  It had developed a type of elitism (especially in 
the university adult education departments) through 
which it wished to create its own programme of 
educational and social events, in its own way…It had 
come to depend also on a pedagogic (teacher/taught) 
relationship which included a guaranteed attendance 
and compulsory written work which in the 1970s and 
1980s was increasingly resented by some older adult 1980s was increasingly resented by some older adult 
students …thus ignoring the advice of those who had 
been urging for some time that the task of education 
for older adults was to arouse social awareness, rather 
than to provide content, to enhance the consciousness 
of the elderly in relation to themselves and their social 
setting’ (page 5)
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findings from studies of 
adult participation in adult participation in 
learning
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 over 60% aged 65+: no learning 
since school (even higher for those 
over 75)

 75+ age group: favour computing, 
arts and languages

 65-74 age group studying computing 
(27 %): but only 13% of 50-54 age 
group

 arts: 18 % of 75+ age (12 % of those  arts: 18 % of 75+ age (12 % of those 
aged 65-74)

 languages:  largest among 75+ 
especially in social classes AB   

 those in the oldest age groups (65+) 
twice as likely to be learning music 
than those in younger age groups.
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 the older you are the less learning you say you have done 
 majority of over-75s learning are in computing, arts and languages
 strong social class influence to participation at every age
 reasons for learning include social motives; wish to meet people; 

because friends and family are learning; to improve health
 digital learning helps older people to get involved in society; get 

involved in the digital world; to improve health
 reported benefits of learning for older adults only tangentially 

relate to contentrelate to content
 participation in learning drops as we age 
 older people are learning online and independently of FE, HE and 

adult education centres
McNair, S (2012) Older people’s learning in 2012: A survey, Leicester, NIACE
‘The over 75s…’
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reflections from two 
research projectsresearch projects
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“If I get the hang of it, 
anyone else can then 
learn from me…..It’s 
enjoyment, knowledge, I 
think it’s more than 
passing the time, yes it’s passing the time, yes it’s 
not just about passing 
the time” 
(person learning to use an i-pad)
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“I look forward all week 
to her coming. Life here 
is unstimulating...I call 
her ‘my sanity’; it saves 
me from being down in 
the dumps a lot or 
thinking am I going to thinking am I going to 
get like everybody else. 
I’m very, very fortunate 
that I’ve got V.” 
(Female care home resident)

15



“I’m convinced that if I can master this, it will give me a boost, a boost I need to get better again……I’ve got in my head the idea, if I attack something like this, and if you are successful in doing it, it will encourage other people encourage other people in doing things. If you can get people to have a go where they don’t think they can do it…” 
(learner living in a care home and confronting life-threatening illness)
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‘…primary care-based projects that refer at-risk or vulnerable patients to a specific programme: for example, exercise, learning, and arts on prescription. However, it also includes a very wide range of initiatives in range of initiatives in which primary or secondary care staff provide a signposting or gateway service, linking patients with sources of information and support within the community and voluntary sector’
17
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 securing a Royal visit 
 improving reputation
encouragement to go in for recognition awards in the care 
sector

attention by the local press
enhanced profile in the group of care homes 
use of equipment provided
benefits of older people being able to connect to their 
relatives through technology relatives through technology 

 something different to be able to put in the brochure; 
a way to get something more from their commissioners’ 
contract

 improved CQC ratings
always having someone there to respond to queries
commitment from L4A staff and volunteers

Benefits to one care home (Manager, Site 1) 19



“Well I was a teacher, 
and then progressed to 
teaching computers, so 
then I became a 
volunteer, teaching for volunteer, teaching for 
Age UK”. 

(Int 4, 70)

20



“The reason I came to 
the centre, I felt like I 
was getting left behind, 
like you know every time 
someone rang you know 
they asked would I e-
mail them back, I can’t mail them back, I can’t 
do that or couldn’t do 
that and that [was] 
when I started to learn, 
when I came here”

(Int 2, 68)
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“When I first retired, I 
was very bored and, to 
be honest, it was a big 
drop because you come 
and you leave your 
friends behind, don't friends behind, don't 
you, and the youngsters 
who keep you going, sort 
of thing?”

(Int 3, 82)
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“I book my holidays on it 
and do my banking on it 
and this morning I’ve 
downloaded my gas bill”

(Int 1, 71)

“Microsoft Word and 
sorting things out and sorting things out and 
doing a calendar and 
making plans. Also I was 
checking on the news 
and railway times”

(Int 8, 73)
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“I learnt to do online shopping… I used to play one supermarket off against another, because if I didn't go to Tesco for so long they sent me vouchers saying we missed you. Then it would be the same with Sainsbury's, I'd get vouchers from them. Then of course John them. Then of course John Lewis and Waitrose were enticing me, so I used to -it gave me something to get my brain round really, I suppose, because he was so poorly”
(Int 1- 70)
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“They give you an 
interest. They give you 
a challenge, let's put it 
that way. I think with 
the computer classes, 
they give you an 
interest” (Int 6, 74)

“I want to expand [my] 
knowledge and keep 
going if you know what I 
mean” 

(Int 1, 70)
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“I think it is partly about 
having some sort of 
structure and something to 
look forward to and it is 
that connection with 
people...you know the 
routine of work when you 
are younger…that sort of 
structure and purpose and structure and purpose and 
that sort of helps in a 
way” (Int 5, 69)

“It stretches my mind”
(Int 5, 69)
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“I would be absolutely 
lost without it now, I use 
it a lot for finding out 
things, shopping, 
weather, buying things, 
look up a lot of look up a lot of 
information on health, 
yes I look up a lot of 
information” 

(Int 8, 73)
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“I found it so good for my local friends that use the computer. Some you can email and they only look at the computer - they say we only do it on a Saturday; I look at mine every day. But then you get to know the ones who'll answer straightaway, so you keep a good dialogue going, or you make arrangements to meet going, or you make arrangements to meet up, all sorts of things. Of course my friend, she books holidays and things. What else is there I wanted to say about email? Actually it's a very good way of communicating, isn't it?” 
(Int 6, 74)
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“I kept in touch with so many people by 
email and that snowballed, because my 
friend and I, after we'd both had these 
bereavements, we went abroad. We made 
friends, we didn't intend to make friends 
but you just do and we were all swapping but you just do and we were all swapping 
email addresses. Then we'd get lovely cards 
and messages from people all over the 
world”

(Int 3, 82)
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“I think it’s really important to think about the intrinsic value of volunteering and how that might be meaningful or...even in a small way life-changing for the volunteer as much as for ... the other learner, the resident.  So in my case we’re both learners and we both probably learners and we both probably learn as much from each other as... yes I’m in there to facilitate learning but it’s an even more an egalitarian relationship because I am learning as well.” 
(Learning Mentor, 60)
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some conclusionssome conclusions
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‘To those facilitating 
educational opportunities for 
older people becoming far 
more sensitive to a raft of 
questions… 
“Where do the ideas 
embodied in my work come 
from? How did I come to from? How did I come to 
adopt them? Whose interests 
do they serve?  What are the 
power relationships involved 
in my work? How do they 
influence my relationships 
with older people?”’
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Thank you!
Peter.lavender

@wlv.ac.uk
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