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Introduction

Thank you for inviting me to deliver this lecture. I propose to cover
- some thoughts on Frank Glendenning’s legacy
- findings from studies of adult participation in learning
- reflections from two research projects
- some conclusions.

Although I never knew Dr. Glendenning personally I would like to have

met him. There are many here who did. By all accounts he was a man
of many parts, fitting them in to an energetic 81 years. His

commitment to social change and the reduction of poverty had always
been strong. He devoted many years to studies related to ageing,
developing the field of educational gerontology in a profound and
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substantial way. It is for this that he is most remembered – arguing for
a better understanding of the role of learning for older people, for
better pre-retirement, for the seminal work of the Beth Johnson

Foundation, and on mental ill health and on voluntary action. What

leaps off the page in much of his writing is a passionate but thoughtful
belief that people deserve justice and equality, opportunities for

learning and creation. In his very last book on ageing, teaching and

learning in 2000 he pays generous tribute to colleagues at Keele, to the
National Institute of Adult Continuing Education and to the work of

several former colleagues of mine and their publications. It is from
this book that I draw many of my thoughts for the next section.
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The Legacy

In his overview of teaching and learning1 Glendenning argues that the

rising interest in self-help education for older people in the 1970s was
caused by at least five factors: the growing ageing population; the
potential of increased leisure time; pre-retirement preparation; a
‘rights’ agenda in which educators addressed what they saw as a

deficit; and the gathering national and international agenda around

lifelong learning. He argued that from the 1970s there was a lack of
1

Glendenning, F (ed) (2000) Teaching and Learning in Later Life, Aldershot: Ashgate
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recognition of the importance of older adults’ learning. The policy

commitment to lifelong learning became increasingly instrumental narrowed into workforce preparation and international

competitiveness2 in the 1980s. This in turn meant that self-initiated

activity burgeoned outside the State sector – in organisations like the
University of the Third Age (U3A), which he strongly supported.

Glendenning’s argument is fair. In spite of an enthusiastic Secretary of
State David Blunkett (DfEE, 1998)3in his Foreword to The Learning

Age4,much of the promise held out in successive reports, such as the

NIACE Inquiry into the Future of Lifelong Learning (2009)5, was never
realised. The gradual shift of government attention to the young,
those in employment, the disadvantaged and the de-skilled took
attention away from much older people and the potential wider
benefits of education.

But Glendenning went much further. He argued that the rise of

independent adult learning – whether voluntary, self-help or private –
had another cause:

P4
DfEE (1998) The learning age: Renaissance for a new Britain, London: HMSO
4
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 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.
2
3

5 Schuller, T and Watson, DLearning through life: Inquiry into the Future for Lifelong Learning

Leicester, England: National Institute of Adult Continuing Education (England and Wales), 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 students
(Glendenning, 1997: 126)6 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(Glendenning:
2000:5)

Fighting talk! I will return to this theme towards the end. Although
Glendenning was arguing in a context of why the U3A seemed so

attractive to many people, he was also mindful of the criticism that in

spite of all the theory about adult learning (‘teaching on equal terms’,
‘enabling people to take control of their own learning’, and so forth)

we hadn’t moved far from the ‘night school’ models so familiar to taxi
drivers and those who remember queuing to enrol in evening classes.

Much of adult education was not emancipatory, not even adult literacy
provision where Paulo Freire7 (1970) had offered a dynamic and
empowering model of conscientisation.

Glendenning, F (1997) ‘Why educational gerontology is not yet established as a field of study: some critical
implications’, Education and Ageing, v12, no ½, November
7
Freire, P (1970) Pedagogy of the Oppressed English edition, London: Penguin (1996 reprint)
6
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But Glendenning’s point isn’t that adult learning opportunities for

older people should be content-free. Far from it. He drew on the late

Brian Groombridge’s argument that we need to distance ourselves from
simplistic views about older people’s educational interests and

capabilities (Groombridge, 1989: 193-6)8. If the take-up of adult

education by older people was low (and it was) we needed to find

better ways of organising it, improving its quality, and encouraging all
agencies – whether formal, informal or non-formal – to develop

curriculum and provision. Glendenning argued for a more participative
style of teaching and learning, involving increased consciousness
among participants.
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What we know about participation in adult learning

Turning to my second section, ‘What we know about participation in

adult learning’, the NIACE 2012 survey on participation among people

aged over 50(McNair, 2012)9raised several research conundrums (such

as definitions of ‘older’ and what do we mean by ‘learning’). Although
now four years old it identified trends, and found that,

Groombridge, B (1989) ‘Education and later life’, in A.M.Warnes (ed), Human Ageing and Later Life, London:
Edward Arnold
9
McNair, S (2012) Older people’s learning in 2012: A survey, Leicester, NIACE
8
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 more than 60 per cent of those aged over 65 said they had done
no learning since school, (an even higher percentage in those
over 75);

 those in the 75+ age group favoured learning about computing,
arts and languages – in that order

 the proportion ‘studying computing’ in the 65-74 age group (27

per cent) was double that of those in the 50-54 age group (13 per
cent);

 the arts, including painting, pottery, sculpture and design) have
an age bias: 18 per cent of the 75+ age group as opposed to 12
per cent of those aged 65-74 – particularly in social classes AB

 languages attracted those aged over 75 more than any other age
group in the survey, again especially in social classes AB

 those in the oldest age groups (65+) were twice as likely to be
learning music than those in younger age groups.

There are concerns with this survey. First, it may be that older

learners do not perceive themselves as learners, but this might apply

to other groups too. Second, the oldest age groups are those who may
not have had the use of computers at work and there may be an

element of a skills ‘catch up’ here. Third, there is a strong social class
division – those in social classes AB are far more likely to be learning
6

than those in DE anyway, at any age. And that’s to leave aside the
debate about how people perceive their involvement in learning: a

significant minority say they haven’t done any since they left school.
This is their view.

But of particular interest to me were the motivations and benefits
people reported. Some reasons for learning were reported evenly

across all age groups – ‘To develop myself as a person’ for example, or
‘To improve my self confidence’. But in the oldest age group (75+)

social motivations were particularly strong: ‘To meet people’ (16 per
cent as opposed to 12 per cent for those aged 65-74) and ‘Because

friends/family/colleagues are also learning’ (5 per cent). Finally, ‘To
improve my health’ was selected by more of those aged 75+ than in
other age groups (7 per cent). It is unsurprising that the two oldest

groups (65+) reported that learning had helped them get to grips with

‘the digital/online world’ – this was strongest in the 75+ age group – as
was learning helps me, ‘get involved in society’.

Other important benefits perceived by the oldest two cohorts were,
 ‘Helped me manage my caring responsibilities – for children,
partners, older friends or relatives’ (9 per cent)and,
 ‘Helped me cope with life crises – divorce, bereavement, etc.’ (7
per cent).
7

It is true as Stephen McNair points out, that a lot depends on social

class, previous educational experiences (especially the age you left
school), and employment status (McNair, 2012). But the figures
remind us of three important things. First, that whatever has
happened to adult education as we knew it once, those who

participate in it do value it and receive benefits from it. Second,

when considering benefits it doesn’t seem to matter much what you
are learning: the benefits of learning like getting involved in society
and improving health outcomes are benefits unrelated to subject
(McNair, 2012:25; Feinstein et al, 2008). Third, participation in

learning drops as we age and a large number of people of all ages
don’t see that learning is for them, at any age.

Although the study was done in 2012 it bears out Glendenning’s
assumption that it’s not necessarily the content that brings the

benefits but the act of learning itself. In addition, we need to be wary
of simplistic views about older people’s educational interests and

capabilities. The State instrumentalism in post-compulsory education

that he warned about has increased massively since 2000 (Stanistreet,
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2016)1011. But there is a third point which Glendenning argued: the

ways in which people will learn may well be changing. His caution to
education providers was that older people want some sort of agency,
and greater consultation in what they were learning, and how.

The NIACE survey from 2012 found that people were learning at home
and online in increasing numbers and in addition that the oldest age

groups were learning to use the mechanisms for accessing this (McNair,
2012).Nearly a third of those over 75 said they were learning

independently on their own or ‘independently with others’ (29 per

cent). Interestingly these were disproportionately male, from higher
social classes (AB rather than DE), had left full-time education after
age 21, and said they intended to do more learning in the future.

In 2012 older people were learning more online than in FE or HE or in
an adult education centre or the WEA, which may reflect the shift in

funding and policy focus towards the vocational and the young as Paul
Stanistreet reports (2016)12. But it also reflects the rise of internet

access for older people; increased resources online; and an increase in
Stanistreet, P (2016) The Learning Age blog 18 May 2016 accessed 140616,
https://thelearningage.wordpress.com/
11
In further education, where the majority of adults in education learn, the adult skills budget was reduced by
35 per cent between 2009 and 2015. In 2015-16 alone, the government slashed an unprecedented 24 per cent
from the budget. As a result of these cuts, there are more than one million fewer adults learning in further
education than there were in 2010, with the Association of Colleges estimating that 190,000 adult learning
places would disappear in 2015-16 alone. The characteristically measured AoC was moved to predict that, on
the current course, adult further education would be a thing of the past by 2020.
12
Stanistreet, P (2016) op cit
10
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private and third sector provision. The other trend appears to be older
people learning independently with others (10 per cent). This may

reflect the rise in membership of organisations like U3A. However,

only 10 per cent of participants said they were U3A members. There is
no real explanation for this shift in participation, other than a

decrease in State provision and an increase in self help groups (McNair,
2012).

In summary then,
 the older you are the less learning you say you have done since
leaving full-time education

 the majority of those over 75 who are learning are doing so in
computing, arts and languages

 there is a strong social class influence to participation at every
age

 reasons for learning include social motives, the wish to meet
people, because friends and family are also learning, and to
improve health

 digital learning helps older people to get involved in society, get
involved in the digital world, and to improve health
10

 the reported benefits of learning for older adults are only
tangentially related to the content

 participation in learning drops as we age and a large proportion
of people don’t see that learning is for them at any age,
especially in social classes DE

 older people are learning online and independently of FE, HE and
adult education centres, and this is increasing.
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Reflections from two studies

I would now like to consider two research studies that I think would

have interested Frank Glendenning. The first model comes from an
evaluation of Learning for the Fourth Age, an innovative voluntary

sector project where older people using social care were matched to

community based volunteers or ‘learning mentors’ – mostly university

students (Hafford-Letchfield and Lavender, 2015)13. We found that the
concept of learning was preferred by those involved, rather than other
interventions like ‘activities’ or ‘befriending’. We also found that
learning was used to raise the quality of care in institutionalised

settings and for promoting well-being. The study found several very
Hafford-Letchfield, T and Lavender, P (2015) ‘Quality improvement through the paradigm of learning’ Quality
in Ageing and older Adults, Vol 16 iss: 4, pp 195-207
13
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pleasing things. First, that learning to use a computer was a popular
choice for those involved, just as the 2012 participation research

indicated. Second, that participants in care homes were imaginative
in their choices, learning for example the clarinet; the piano; a

language (French; Welsh); discussing life in modern China; reading the
novels of Thomas Hardy; and drawing – just like the rest of the

population of older people learning, with freedom to choose what they
wished to learn. Third, that the learning mentors were also learners
and that some of the most successful partnerships involved colearning, much as Glendenning predicted.

Whatever the care setting, participants commented on the importance
of shared learning with younger people; what my colleague Trish
Hafford-Letchfield calls, ‘learning as a leveller in unequal

relationships’1415. Because the framework of ‘learning’ appealed to
participants, particularly those with more substantial adult learning
experience, it was not always a conscious process: it was clearly
embedded in individuals’ reflections though:

Hafford-Letchfield, T and Lavender, P (2015) ‘Quality improvement through the paradigm of learning’ Quality
in Ageing and older Adults, Vol 16 iss: 4, pp 195-207
15
It echoes the concept of ‘generativity’ identified by Erikson: Erikson, E. H. (1950). Childhood and society. New
York: Norton.In Erik Erikson's Stages of Psychosocial Development, generativity is a struggle against
stagnation that ascends during adulthood. Generativity in the psychosocial sense refers to the concern for
establishing and guiding the next generation and is said to stem from a sense of optimism about humanity.
14
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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 not just about passing the time” (person
learning to use an i-pad)

Reaching out to those less inclined towards learning is a challenge

particularly in relation to equality of access for many marginalised

groups (Soulsby, 2014; McNair, 2012)16 – however, we were following
up only those who had chosen to learn. As noted earlier, prior

qualifications, social class and wealth are strong determinants of

learning in later life (Jenkins and Mostafa, 2012)17. This was evidenced
in the backgrounds of those participants who more readily took up

opportunities with L4A. We found L4A very successful in generating

learning partnerships with people experiencing substantial issues with
health and disability, including cognitive decline. This may be

explained by the approach which offered great flexibility by tailoring
learning to match each individual’s wishes and abilities, and the

deliberate encouragement of co-learning. This is significant given that
participation in learning tends to reduce with age (Jenkins and

Mostafa, 2012; Hughes and Aldridge, 2013; McNair, 2012)18.Learning
mentors were trained to use a reflective model in their approach

Soulsby, J (2014)(2014) Education and its role in wellbeing in T.B.L Kirkwood., CL.Cooper (ed) Wellbeing in
Later Life. West Sussex: Wiley Blackwell and McNair, S (2012) Older people’s learning in 2012: A survey,
Leicester, NIACE
17
Jenkins, A., Mostafa, T. (2012) Learning and Wellbeing Trajectories Among Older Adults in England:
Department for Business and Skills.
16

18

Hughes, D and Aldridge, F (2013) 2013 NIACE Adult Participation in Learning Society, Leicester: NIACE
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which facilitated amore person-centred intervention and encouraged

the potential for deeper learning. Learning mentors were also able to

work flexibly when there was a ‘crisis’ – when perhaps the older person
wasn’t able to engage in a planned activity because of illness. This

often resulted in the learning mentor being proactive in responding to
the older person’s situation which illustrated another difference

between ‘learning’ and ‘activities’. The opportunity to share personal
circumstances was particularly valued, and enhanced the relationship
between the older person and their learning mentor which Carr

(2012)19 has described as being central to relationship-based practice

and dignity in care. There was evidence that ‘learning’ was going on,

that ‘learners’ were making progress and clear identification not only

of new skills and knowledge gained but a growing sense of confidence
alongside these.

Participants said these interventions made a significant difference,

echoing Jim Soulsby’s research findings that informal types of learning
have a positive impact on wellbeing (Soulsby, 2014)20. Individuals

particularly expressed intrinsic enjoyment of learning by being exposed
19

Carr, S. (2012) Personalisation: a rough guide, London: Social Care Institute for Excellence

Soulsby, J., (2014) Education and its role in wellbeing in T.B.L Kirkwood., CL.Cooper (ed)
Wellbeing in Later Life. West Sussex: Wiley Blackwell
20
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to different subjects, and the ‘feel-good’ factors stimulated by
opportunities for interacting with others similarly motivated.

Participants often appreciated ‘learning’ because it helped them to be
receptive to new ideas, to maintain a positive outlook, and to give

expression to discontents. There was overwhelming evidence on how
the interventions they experience enhanced and enriched their
everyday lives:

“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 get like
everybody else? I’m very, very fortunate that I’ve got V.”
(Care home resident learning about China)

“[the learning mentor] is going to help me with the computer
but first he wants to get to know me... The getting to know you
business is going really well. He’s most excellent. It’s a lot of
fun”
(Male care home resident, learning French)
An unrecognised benefit of the learning partnerships was the chance to
confide in someone not directly involved in your care or situation.
Individuals sometimes relied on the learning mentor for informal

support because they were not directly involved in any decision making
processes. Both sides of the partnership described situations where
having a non-judgemental listening ear, within the context of a

personal relationship, brought a more person-centred perspective to

15

their experiences of care. Francis (2013)21 recognised safeguarding and
alerting as an important function of the Third Sector, particularly in

relation to advocacy and the promotion of dignity and safety for users
of care services. We found that where there was a quality issue that
concerned the older person, the learning mentor demonstrated

potential for greater tenacity in getting it sorted (whereas this was not
always the case with care staff). This had a positive effect on the
potential success of local safeguarding policies. This was an

unexpected outcome for L4A: we imagined a new slogan – ‘co-learning
keeps you safer’.

Even more unexpected was our re-thinking of reciprocity. Participants
described their sense of wellbeing through expressions of reciprocity,

which was more pronounced where the older person experienced some
sort of exchange in their relationships with learning mentors. Learning
mentors similarly identified mutual benefits gained from the

relationship. Many commented on how generativity in learning

partnerships diverted the older person’s preoccupation away from

their own personal needs, comforts and concerns. Both the learning

mentors and the older person actively reflected on how working with
Francis, R. (2013) Report of the Mid Staffordshire NHS Foundation Trust Public Inquiry. London: The
Stationery Office
21
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someone from a different generation had given them a new

perspective on the other person’s experience and expertise, and to
feel they each brought something different and made an active

contribution to what was a new relationship which also required effort.
We noted that contact with ‘youth’ was particularly emphasised by

participants, as this is noticeably missing in their experience of living
in care homes – or, if they are socially isolated, in their own homes.
Dealing with loss, an often unacknowledged undercurrent in care

settings, came up regularly as an issue for discussion in both sides of
the learning partnership. For example, learning mentors referred to

the ‘payback’ they felt where the older person’s situation connected

with their own personal story. Younger learning mentors also referred
to achieving feelings of empathy and personal growth, all of which
contributed to their motivation and thus their own wellbeing.

The benefits for learning mentors were an unintended consequence of
L4A’s work. They reported making new life choices and gaining

employability skills. They described changes in career intentions,
course intentions, changed family behaviours, changed work

behaviours, and made reflective comments on end of life experiences

17

that were clearly life changing; confirming for us that altruism is a
form of reciprocity.

In our study of L4A we found that learning was also a tool for reflecting
and building resilience. There were some examples where residents

actively challenged the system from within the home and articulated
strong desires for autonomy and decision making. For example, in

order to overcome what were seen as ‘dull days’ and to generate some
more enthusiasm from less active or motivated peers, two residents

set themselves up as a resource for learning by initiating a discussion
group about their lives in a care home.

‘Keeping the mind active’ was often cited as a preventative measure
against dementia, which most participants feared. Mastering

something was also associated with giving a ‘boost’ to physical health
as well as psychologically, so that health was seen as a fuel for
learning and vice versa:

“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 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).
18

Within domiciliary partnerships, one of the most striking findings was

the value that older people place on the benefits and independence of
learning IT (information technology) skills. We observed particular

tenacity in trying to remain digitally connected; frustration with the
many obstacles associated with ‘keeping up’ with technology in the

face of changes in physical or cognitive abilities; and pleasure in being
IT literate which was a great leveller between generations.

Integrating learning into a care pathway highlights how different types
of provision can strengthen the links between community-based

providers around wellbeing. Social prescribing (CSIP, undated) has
been described as:

“…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 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”.

GPs’ commissioning of more holistic approaches in dementia care are
now well documented in the literature (Acton et al, 2007)22. Social

prescribing schemes are often reliant on a worker based in primary
Acton, S., Gayle J.; Yauk, S.; Hopkins, B.; Mayhew, P. (2007) ‘Increasing Social Communication in Persons With
Dementia’ Research and Theory for Nursing Practice, Volume 21, Number 1, pp. 32-44
22
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care to facilitate referrals and joint working, a process developed by
NIACE in 2000 in Prescriptions for learning work (James, 2001)23.

It goes without saying that learning opportunities provided benefits for
care homes too. One care home manager listed 12 of them24.

Given current challenges to quality improvement, using a learning
paradigm may encourage the retention of independence, as care

homes move towards a person-centred approach. We found that whilst
regulation and inspection are important to promote quality, some

processes can create tension in the workplace and stifle creativity.

Building opportunities for learning, participation and advocacy into

daily life provides both an individual and collective voice for groups of
people with shared interests. It also helps to express issues around
poor practice through a trusted relationship.
23
24














James, K (2001)Prescribing learning: A guide to good practice in learning and health. Leicester: NIACE.
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
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
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The role of learning mentors provided a circle of support where colearning, reciprocity and mutual interests promoted wellbeing and

which promoted service user agency in different areas, fundamental to
their fuller engagement. Further, care homes often need to diversify
culturally and operationally in the face of significant financial and

social pressures and the approach of L4A is one which not only raised
expectations but addressed standards set by stakeholders –

(commissioners; regulators and providers of support services).
The second research project by my colleague Karen Roscoe, draws on
the findings of a small scale qualitative study of older women in their

third and fourth age engaged in a process of learning ICT (Information
and Communications Technology) skills at an Age UK Community

Centre in North West England (Roskoe, 2016)25. It set out to identify
older adults’ personal and social aspirations in the context of the

Personalisation agenda and Care Act 2014, alongside the rights of older
adults to access life-long learning opportunities in their community.
The study draws on two broad ‘motives’ for learning identified by
Carroll Londoner in 1985: instrumental and expressive (Londoner,

Roscoe, K D;Lavender, P and Morgan, F (2016) Ageing and learning ICT skills: ‘I just don't want to be left
behind’. Pending publication
25
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1985)26. It specifically explores the social and cultural influences

behind the women’s choices to embrace the technological revolution.
Whilst the two categories of motives overlap, the rationale given by

older adults illustrate how learning is part of the individual’s ongoing

management of a social identity. This research asked participants why

learning ICT skills was so important to them (participation was entirely
voluntary). They described learning as life changing in its impacts,

enabling them to use their knowledge and skills on a day to day basis,

as well as teaching others as a result of their new skills. The teaching
was organised through ‘drop in’ sessions and run by one of the
voluntary employees at the Centre:

“Well I was a teacher, and then progressed to teaching
computers, so then I became a volunteer, teaching for Age UK”.
(Int 4, 70)

The study found several instrumental motives in the experiences of

the older learners including the wish to keep up with the times and the
need to learn practical ICT skills. This ‘keeping up’ was a significant
theme:

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 do that or couldn’t do
that and that [was] when I started to learn, when I came here.
(Int 2, 68)

Londoner, C (1985) ‘Instrumental and expressive education: from needs to goals assessment for educational
planning’ in Lumsden, DB (ed) Introduction to Educational Gerontology, New York: Taylor and Francis
26
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I feel as if I'm living in the present, you know what I mean? I’m
not lagging behind.
(Int 8, 73)
Such cultural metaphors, like ‘lagging behind’, illustrate how the

women had constructed their knowledge and skills about computers:
“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
you, and the youngsters who keep you going, sort of thing?”
(Int 3, 82)
“there's an element of loss [when you retire], isn't there? Because
the things that you did on a day-to-day that you took for granted
are suddenly taken away from us”
(Int 8, 73)
This ‘conversation with oneself’, involves the continual development
of a social identity in older age and during an absence of certainty.
The L4A study had found that an emergent learning category was

‘learning about the self in later life’ (Hafford-Letchfield and Lavender,
2015). This is a common theme underpinning both instrumental and

expressive motives towards learning and is a thread which runs through
various aspects of older age, a thread of ‘meaning’ to one’s existence
(Thompson, 1992)27.

‘Personalisation’ is now the main policy and practice approach for

social work and social care practitioners who work with older adults

(Beresford, 2014)28 and this became law with the implementation of
27
28
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the Care Act from April 2015 (TSO, 2014)29. Previous care management
practices with older adults had often been focused on addressing the

basic, personal care needs of individuals while in parallel the pressure
on resources increased, forcing an increasing crisis management and

rationing process (Gardner, 2014)30. The implementation of the Care
Act 2014, and the supporting statutory guidance, dictates how social
work professionals should apply self-directed, outcome focused and

person-centred care (Department of Health, 2016)31. In essence, this
requires the professional to determine an individual's’ strengths,

preferences and aspirations32. The new Care Act (2014) does provide a
wider remit for professionals assessing older adults’ needs holistically
and so, alongside the outcomes of maintaining personal hygiene and

social care, there are other criteria which address individuals’ broader
social needs. These include considering whether the individual has an

opportunity to contribute to society through accessing and engaging in
work, training, education or volunteering (GB Parliament, 2015;
Department of Health, 2016)33.

29
30

TSO (2014) Care Act 2014, Norwich: The Stationery Office

31

This complements the definition of successful ageing as defined by the World Health Organisation as, ‘the
process of optimising opportunities for health, participation and security in order to enhance quality of life as
32
people age’ (WHO, 2002:12)
32

33
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Learning to use information technology is one strategy which older

adults can deploy to increase aspects of social participation. Indeed,

social participation or ‘active ageing’ (Tam, 2011)34is interconnected

with lifelong learning and these are well documented to date by Alex
Withnall and others (Boulton et al, 2006; Withnall, 2006)35. Tam

(2012)36 has summarised some of the benefits of learning in older age,
including mental wellbeing, intellectual stimulation and social

networking37.Despite many studies on lifelong learning and its multiple
benefits (Feinstein et al, 2008)38, there are limited qualitative studies
that capture the benefits of learning for the older adult and the

motives behind their choice to learn, particularly in the context of ICT
(Diaz-Lopez et al, 2016)39.

34
35
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This view is supported in a recent report prepared for the United Nations Office of the High
Commissioner for Human Rights (Kornfeld-Matte, 2016), building on the existing United Nations
Principles for Older Persons from 1991. The report calls for lifelong learning to be endorsed by the
international community as a key social integration tool for older persons which enables them to
remain cognitively and socially engaged. Moreover, it explicitly recognises that this learning and
training should include courses which promote the use of information technology by older persons
and their participation in online communities as well as online platforms. Kornfeld-Matte, R
(2016)Report of the Independent Expert on the enjoyment of all human rights by older persons.
Human Rights Council Thirty-third session Agenda item 3.
38
Feinstein, L, Budge, D, Vorhaus, J and Duckworth, K (eds) (2008) The social and personal benefits of learning:
A summary of key research findings, London: (Centre for Research on the Wider Benefits of Learning (WBL),
Institute of Education
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Frank Glendenning reflects on Londoner’s categorisation of ‘learning

wants’ (Londoner, 1990)40in his last book, pointing out that it was a lot
more sensible than dividing life into vocational and non-vocational
vocational education. Londoner’s instrumental motives have an

extrinsic, in ‘order to achieve’ element and include mastering new
skills such as playing an instrument, learning a new language or

computer software application. Expressive motives, on the other
hand, are seen as intrinsic and immediate, such as finding a voice

through poetry, art or music, and they often include a deepening sense
of meaning for the individual. Whilst the motives for engagement in

adult learning programs can vary, a hallmark of all of them is that they
provide the individual with opportunities to widen their social circles

and establish new relationships. Two major reports commissioned by
the government (Abraham, 201141; Francis, 201342) found that older
people continue to experience unmet needs, poor quality and
unacceptable variation of standards in care settings4344.

Londoner, CA (1990)’ Instrumental and expressive education: A basis for needs assessment and planning’ in
rd
RH Sherron and DB Lumsden (eds) An Introduction to Educational Gerontology (3 edition) Washington DC:
Hemisphere Publishing
41
Abraham, A (2011) Care and compassion? Report of the Health Service Ombudsman on ten investigations
into NHS care of older people, Fourth report of the Health Service Commissioner for England, Session 20102011, Presented to Parliament pursuant to Section 14(4) of the Health Service Commissioners Act 1993, 14
February 2011, HC 778, London: The Stationery Office
42
Francis, R (2013)The Mid Staffordshire NHS Foundation Trust Public Inquiry Chaired by Robert Francis QC,
February 2013, HC 947 London: The Stationery Office
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Other systemic problems in the care home sector have been identified by research, including lack of equality
45
46
in health provision (Victor, 2010) ; lack of diversity within services that support ageing (Knocker, 2012) ;
44
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Roscoe found that because of the ‘personalisation agenda’ it was
important for practitioners to challenge stereotypes of what this

person-centred care might look like. Grounding our stereotypical

misrepresentations of older adults in the structures of inequality and
relations of power renders the concept as more complex than it first
appears (Pickering, 2001). Frank Glendenning notes that Londoner’s

question, ‘What is the goal of the older learner in deciding to follow a

particular course of learning? (Glendenning 2000:20), is uncommon and
comments that questions about knowledge and power are equally

unusual. Roscoe (2016) argues that to re-centre the ‘social’ in social
work and social care, requires us to acknowledge how the social

identities of older people are determined by diverse relations of

power, such as those of social class and gender (Billig,1995) 45.The use
of ICT or a wish to have one-to-one IT skills at home, whether care
home or community centre, might appear as a lower need under

eligibility criteria, but a vital one nonetheless for the older women in
our study. It does require social workers to have an understanding of
the importance of the place of learning as part of clients’ social

identities. What kinds of skills had the women learned in the centre
restricted access to community-based services (Edwards, 2014) ; inequity for self-funders and overly complex
48
funding arrangements (Institute of Public Care, 2011) .
47
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and how had they applied these at home? Staying with the

‘instrumental’ motive to learn, the women said things like,
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 doing a calendar and

making plans. Also I was checking on the news and railway times.
(Int 8, 73)

Not only was technology providing pragmatic ways in which to manage

finances, there were opportunities for enterprise too, such as enabling
older adults to use technology in more creative and innovative ways:
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 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)

Me, I looked at all things like exotic holidays, beautiful

property, buying and selling online. I'm not so very good at
selling things.

(Int 2-68)
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The UK Government recommends that the duty of the local authority is
to provide support to address people’s eligible needs; that this must
not be restrictive but ensure that broad options are provided

(Department of Health, 2016)46. And while local authorities can

reasonably consider the issue of resources in how they determine an

individual’s eligible needs should be met, they cannot refuse to meet
them (Department of Health, 2016). So with the principles of

personalisation in mind, the local authority would have to ensure that

older people were provided with educational or learning opportunities
to address these eligible needs, if they had been identified in their
assessment. This may be through supporting them to access free
universal services directly, or through the provision of a personal

budget which older people could then use to purchase such services.

Theoretically,care home managers can develop partnerships with the

local community, as in L4A, to recruit tutors with particular skills. This
provides a stronger basis for developing more reciprocal relationships
and providing learning activities on a day-to-day basis.

Turning to ‘expressive’ motives Roscoe discovered two key themes
from the women she interviewed. First, learning as a catalyst for

personal growth, with metaphors that indicate personal development:
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)

46
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Some participants talked of developing skills and confidence, a kind of
empowerment against the absence of structure (Boulton-Lewis et al,
2006)47:

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 that sort of
helps in a way.
(Int 5, 69)

It makes me feel a lot better because I can do something now
that I couldn't do before. I like to learn things. I don't like to
just sit back and - you've got to keep your brain going… brain
ticking over.
(Int 1, 70)
These sorts of comments are common among all adult learners, of

course, but in the context of public policy they offer another way of

looking at how learning can provide some of the glue that makes social
participation and personalisation work better. Meanwhile, apart from
personal development, a second strong theme emerged, that of

‘surviving well’, and this was evident when participants talked of what
their new access to ICT might mean:

If something goes wrong with my computer, I feel as though I've
lost an arm and a hand.

(Int 1, 70)

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 information on health, yes I look up a lot of information”
(Int 8, 73)
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But, like you I am sure, I am uncomfortable about seeing all motivation
to learn in one of only two categories. Interestingly even Carroll

Londoner, some fifteen years after popularising ‘learning wants’ as
expressive or instrumental was surprised that no one had argued

differently. Londoner was keen to make a distinction between needs
and wants but he also argued that any needs assessment should

consider the social setting and the older person’s needs jointly 48. I

agree. It’s helpful to have a theory. What isn’t helpful is to see one
set of needs as being more important than another set – both have a
different value. But what is interesting is that, in both studies

mentioned, older people talked a great deal about the social contact
which mattered more than any content. Of course, the content was

material – it was the glue, the social purpose for the activity – but the

strongest set of comments were about the social connections between
learners in the NW day centre, and between learning mentor and
learner in L4A. Take for instance:

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 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)
and more specifically,
I kept in touch with so many people by email and that
snowballed, because my friend and I, after we'd both had these
Londoner, C (1985) ‘Instrumental and expressive education: from needs to goals assessment for
educational planning’ in Lumsden, DB (ed) Introduction to Educational Gerontology, New York: Taylor and
Francispage 86.
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bereavements, we went abroad. We made friends, we didn't
intend to make friends 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)
Social networks have value. Connections between individuals matter.
There are norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness which affect the

productivity of groups and individuals (Putnam, 2000)49.As a motive for
action, the wish for social connectedness was strong among those
participants interviewed and is hardly mentioned in the

instrumental/expressive discussion I have referred to. A learning
mentor put it succinctly:

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 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)
5

Conclusions

One last area which Frank Glendenning raises in his final book is the

question of what he calls ‘andragogy’ but is really a plea to educators
to create a new discourse about education for older people. He cites
Keith Percy (Percy, 1990)50 and urges ‘someone’ to develop the ideas

Putnam, R (2000) Bowling Alone zxzxzx
Percy, K and Glendenning, F (1990) ‘Opinions, facts and hypotheses: older adults and participants in learning
activities in the UK’ in F Glendenning and K Percy (eds) Ageing, Education and Society: Readings in Educational
Gerontology Keele: Association for Educational Gerontology
49
50
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of a ‘critical educational gerontology’ which would employ critical

theory and take seriously theorists like Freire, Gramsci and Bourdieu.
Such an approach he thought would lead to a more liberating and
emancipatory model for third age education. It would include,

 a better theory on the teaching of older adults
 a more empowering form of teaching and learning
 ways in which facilitators can become autonomous learners
themselves
 a greater voice for older learners
 awareness of how instrumental our education for adults has
become.

He argues that if we adopted ‘critical educational gerontology’ it
might lead,

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 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? (Glendenning, 2000:24)

He has a good point. An emancipatory form of education for older
people would make a real difference to their education, it might

change the way in which social care is conceived and delivered, it

might encourage the inspectorates to ask tough questions of those

providing care, and it may lead to a greater use of peer educators,
volunteer learning mentors, and the voice of older learners as a

central part of provision. But this would require provision to be there
in the first place.

So, to conclude. I think Frank Glendenning was right. We do need to
change the ways in which we see education for older people. We do
need more emancipatory, inclusive models of learning which enable
33

learners’ voices to have a central place, and encourage a greater
investment in co-learning. There may be answers in the

personalisation agenda if we can improve the thinking and the training
of those involved. But it’s more likely that we shall find ways to
improve opportunities through voluntary endeavour whether it’s

through self-help groups like the U3A, or imaginative connections with
the idealism and co-learning of younger people in models like L4A.

Thanks for listening.
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