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Introduction
This research was conducted as part of my MA postgraduate research at Waterford Institute of Technology (WIT). The aim of the research is to promote inclusiveness in education by investigating the educational needs of older learners and how academic providers can meet these needs. The research incorporates action research, qualitative methodologies and evaluative techniques to explore the educational experiences of older learners and identify their educational needs.  As part of this research I looked at the needs of older people in higher education by examining the experiences of older learners in an access to higher education course in WIT.

Defining Older Learners

The Equality Authority (2002, p.2) refer to older adults as persons aged fifty and over, as it is the age at which positive action can be taken under the provisions of the Employment Equality Act. While some of the literature use this age to define older learners (American Association of Retired Persons (AARP), 2000, p.1; Branine and Glover, 1997, p.234), others find that chronological age is a poor measure in terms of educational needs. Jamieson, Miller & Stafford (1998, p.226) recommend we look at the significance and meanings attached to educational at different stages of the life course rather than taking a generalised approach to education for older adults. Motivations and reasons for engaging in learning are probably a more appropriate means of clarifying people’s educational needs rather than by chronological age. However, I have used the chronological age definition as a means of identifying older learners in the access course. The research findings will show that this group of learners have many diverse reasons and motivations for engaging in learning.
The Irish Context

There is a wide gap in the educational attainment levels of younger and older people in Ireland (Equality Authority, 2002, p.61). In relation to equity and social justice, older learners in Ireland have been disadvantaged through a lack of access and support from the state. For instance, there was no free secondary education until 1967 so many older learners were previously denied educational opportunities. Only one-third of adults between the ages of 55 and 64 have completed second level education compared to two-thirds of adults between the ages of 25 and 34 (Department of Education and Science, 2000, pp.34-36).  The participation of mature students in higher education in Ireland is amongst the lowest in the OECD (Department of Education and Science, 2000, p.18).  Only 5% of students in higher education in Ireland are mature students compared to 33% in the UK and 29% in Northern Ireland (Lynch, 1999, p189).  As well as the low proportions of mature students, the majority are relatively young with only 5% of mature students aged fifty or over (Lynch, 1999, p192). Older adults have been instrumental through their economic contribution to the education system, which has benefited younger generations in Ireland and therefore, should now have the opportunity to participate in education themselves (Equality Authority, 2002, p.58). 

There are currently over one million people in Ireland over the age of fifty, accounting for over 25% of the total population (Central Statistics Office, 2003, p.31). The older population in Ireland is set to increase with the number of people over the age of eighty projected to double by the year 2031 (Central Statistics Office, 2001, p.2). These demographic changes have implications for educational providers. The increase in the older population means that there will be fewer adults in the workforce supporting a greater retired population. Therefore, in the future older adults will be encouraged to return or remain in the workforce making them an important target group for education and training initiatives. In the US, Older adults have been identified as the next target group for access initiatives (Skilbeck, 2000).

With an increase in the amount of older people returning to education, higher education institutions must take their needs into consideration. To plan effectively for older learners, it is important to lean what their interests, motivations and experiences are in the classroom (Scala, 1996, p.748). 

Aim of the Research

This paper investigates the impact of an age-diverse learner population in an access to higher education course run by WIT.  The access course is a one-year foundation course for mature students. It improves the prospects for adults wishing to enter third level courses, who do not possess the Irish Leaving Certificate or its equivalent and would be unlikely to gain entry to the college by the standard application mode.  The aims of the research were to explore the factors that promote and inhibit successful learning experiences for older and younger adults, to examine the perceptions of younger and older adults towards each other and look at the processes by which both these groups effectively learn.

Methods of Data Collection

The study used a qualitative methodology, focusing on the voice of the learner.  Focus groups were used to explore the educational experiences of older and younger adults.  Chioncel et al (2003, p.496) notes that focus groups are a very useful procedure in obtaining people’s opinions, feelings and perceptions on a subject. I feel that this process was also beneficial for the research participants as it allows them to reflect on their experiences. Leane, Duggan and Chambers (2002, p.44) found that this reflective process may be empowering for participants, giving them a sense of confidence and achievement by recognising the value of their experiences. Randall (2002, p.64) found that allowing people to tell their stories encourages a truly invitational learning environment thus developing an equal relationship between the learner and teacher. 
I devised a topic guide consisting of a number of general key questions with a number of more detailed ‘probe’ questions. Merriam and Simpson (2000, p.106) state that a more open-ended format may avoid pre-determining subjects responses. Therefore I decided to use general key questions as often as possible. I only used more specific ‘probe’ questions if conversation flow was limited. The topic guide also serves as a structure in which the research findings can be presented (Greenbaum, 2000, p.86). The key topics for the focus group were conceptualised from the literature on older adult learners. At the beginning, participants were also asked if there were other key issues they felt should be added to the topic guide. Therefore, both the researcher and the participants decided the key issues to be discussed. The focus groups were recorded on cassette tapes and transcribed for analysis. A number of direct quotes from the transcripts were used to demonstrate each of the key themes. The key themes are:

1. Benefits and positive experiences in education

2. Former experiences in education

3. Negative experiences in education

4. Barriers to participation in education

5. Age differences in education and learning

6. The learning process.

Findings from the Focus Groups

The findings from the focus groups are an account of the learning experiences of ten older adults and eleven younger adults in the access course in WIT. This data was collected between March and May 2003. All of the access students were asked to take part in the discussions.  However due to time constraints and other commitments it was not possible for everyone to participate.  The perceptions of the access course tutors regarding their experiences of older learners in the access course were also recorded.

Benefits of the Access Course

Older students have identified a range of positive experiences from participating in education.  These include “personal development”, “the social aspect” and gaining self-confidence:

…We all kind of want to do well and we are all really determined, and there’s some in the class that would know more than others and they are very helpful … I can’t see anything negative about coming here…

I have begun to shed that feeling of inadequacy around education, feeling shame that you…don’t have any formal education.  That’s beginning to dissipate, which is a positive thing.
Older learners are participating in education for a variety of reasons, mainly for personal reasons:

I didn’t even come in here...to get a job. I came in here just for myself. I wanted to learn…I loved business, so I wanted to get information on that.  That’s what I’m here for…

Some older men also participate in education to enhance their career prospects:

…In the marketplace…there’s very little you can do unless you have qualifications of some description, and some of the things I would like to do…I wouldn’t get if I didn’t have qualifications…

The main reason reported by younger students for participation in education is to enhance their career opportunities:

Opens up opportunities as well for…your options with regards work, stuff like that.

If you are working in a factory for a long time, you’re limited to what you can achieve…

Former Educational Experiences

Older adults have mixed feeling about former education.  Some have unpleasant memories of school, which is a barrier to learning in later years:

…One of the big drawbacks for me…it’s that sort of feeling of inadequacy you carry around with you if you left school at a very early age. And no matter what you do in life whether it’s to do with work or relationships or…whatever you do, you carry that feeling of inadequacy because you haven’t been there with the others. You kind of feel inferior or something.

Younger students also have some negative memories of their schooldays but find that these feelings disappeared soon after returning to education:

The first few times that you walk into the class, you feel a bit, is this the right place for me, but that didn’t last that long.

Negative Experiences in the Access Course

Older adults find that ‘stress’ and lack of time for studying are negative aspects of education.  Younger adults also find that it was frustrating when learning new concepts.   Both younger and older adults report that structural problems such as room and tutor changes also cause confusion and are a distraction when trying to learn:

…We had one class where we didn’t have a tutor for a while, and then we had a change of tutor in another class, which is disruptive. People are trying to catch up…or find out what was done…We had a couple of classes where we actually have to change three times during the one [class]...which is again disruptive. You loose your train of thought…

Older adults also feel that tutors need to be more understanding towards the needs and constraints on older adults in education:

…As adults we have a lifetime behind us, we have all lived lives and sometimes we are treated like children…We are here because we want to be...We don’t need to come in and be treated as if…you didn’t get this done and you didn’t get that done. There are reasons why we don’t get them done.

If assignments are due… we know that… the majority of the time there are good reasons why you actually haven’t...Different things will interfere with our actual progress than will interfere the other student’s life.

Barriers to Learning

Barriers to education for older adults include a lack of time and a lack of confidence stemming from former schooldays.  Family commitments also leave older adults with little time to study:

I have a son doing the Leaving Cert at the moment and I lost two weeks…when the pre- leavings were on, and he was so upset…I could actually organise his study materials and I could not organise my own…which made me so stressed out…It just dawned on me this morning cause I’m…at least a week if not two weeks behind.

The main barrier to education for younger adults is finance:

For me the summer now will be make or break. I really have to make up my mind if financially I can afford to go on next September. So that would be what my challenge now would be…I do want to… I’ve a woman and a kid in the house and…it’s just…130 euros a week…it’s gone the minute you get it...

Age Differences

Both younger and older adults find that having an age diverse classroom is a positive experience.  Older learners feel that the younger group respect their opinions and the age mix in the classroom provides a multitude of ideas:

They’ve never actually looked down on us or been intolerant of us, it’s never been an issue at all.
They respect that we have knowledge that we gained in our lifetimes.

I think at the end of the day…it’s necessary to have that mix, because certainly listening to the students, the younger crowd now, they’ve a different perspective altogether to what I would have on certain things…and listening to them, it is and eye opener at times, they may think we’re…fuddy duddys…We’ve our opinions too and they listen to that too…

Some older adults find that attending college has changed their opinions of younger people:

What impressed me about them…the young students…before I came here, I would have had probably, ideas about younger people, that they were a bit unruly… and I have to say…they’re so organised, they get everything done…they’re courteous…

Younger adults also have very positive perceptions of older learners in the classroom:

They’re always a good voice as well…They have good things to say, something that you’ve overlooked.

There’s a lot more respect there. You might not get that respect with a group of younger people.

The Learning Process

Older adults report that they learn best from practical methods of learning:

Practical experience has a lot more to give us than theory, we will key into practical experience.

Quite a few older adults said that they prefer subjects like maths and accounting as there is a practical element of working out the answer. However, others prefer theoretical subjects such as psychology, showing that older adults have diverse needs. Older learners also feel that there is little recognition of prior learning and experience:

The mature students…the knowledge they have should be tapped into more…it also encourages those adults out of themselves and helps them to get back to education, to go on further…

Older learners, who are new to academic institutions, may not understand the use of terminology, which academic providers may take for granted:

You get these assignments…I’d never heard the word assignment, I didn’t know…what’s an assignment?

Older learners also prefer continuous assessment to exams.  They feel that exams are not an appropriate method of examination:

It’s like a memory test, which you’re told it wasn’t going to be. And you were told this is not going to be like school, but…it is. I have 15 weeks of history to remember…

…What we have been getting really for the last five weeks is scare tactics…if you don’t do this your exams.... You will fall down in your exams.... That’s stuff that kids have been getting, we’re not kids.

Younger learners need to relate new knowledge to their life experiences.  They also tend to question knowledge before they can accept it:

When you can transfer knowledge into everyday life…its different when it’s on paper but when you know you’ve experienced yourself or you can relate what you’ve been taught into real life, into the workplace…

…When we are in a classroom doing something, we tend to question it. We don’t just passively accept it…There’s people in there that are twice my age and they’ve more experience that I’d ever have…Some tutors accept it, some of them find it a bit confrontational.

…We all have…life experience and that has to be taken into your learning process. Some people are better at reading, some people are better at talking, some people are better at listening…if you’re in a group dynamic, which we normally are, you’ll always find out that there are people who have skills and abilities to help you just as you’ll be able to help…many of my fellow students have helped me, maybe without realising but I’ve learned a lot from just watching them, listening to them, and how they discuss what they do and how they do it.

Tutors’ Perceptions
Tutors note that older learners fear failure, more so than younger students. Confidence is a major issue with older learners in the classroom. If they are confident and more relaxed in the classroom, they will learn more. Tutors also find that older learners are more afraid with IT-related subject and often have a fear of using technology. Tutors find that it takes longer for older adults to remember information and their classes need to be slower to allow for understanding of material. Some feel that more individual or one-to-one attention is needed for older learners. Tutors find that older learners have difficulty with multi-tasking, for example taking notes while trying to listen to the tutor can be difficult.

Tutors feel that older learners require more understanding from their tutors regarding their capabilities. Tutors note that older adults have their own views and will challenge tutors on the information that they give. They feel that older adults have strong opinions on certain subjects. However, some feel that older men are more vocal in the classroom and more forthcoming with their opinions than older women.  Their strong opinions are seen as an advantage in subjects such as history and politics. However in other subjects such as art, it can sometimes be difficult to get older adults to challenge their ways of thinking and open their minds to new ways of thinking. 

Overall, tutors find that older learners are a positive presence in the classroom. They are better at coping with their studies, they have excellent time management skills and can prioritise better than younger students. Older adults also have a lot of maturity regarding their studies and will give help and advice to younger students. They have better attendance and are more mannerly in the classroom and are also more likely to be engaged in discussion in class. Tutors find that older adults are grateful for the opportunity to learn.

Review of the Findings

Participating in learning provides many intrinsic rewards for older people (Equality Authority, 2002, p.59). Most of the older participants in the access course were participating in education for their personal development and making up for lack of opportunities in the past. Successful participation in educational and learning programmes can reinforce a sense of self-efficacy for older adults (Mehrotra, 2003, p651). The older adults in the Access course are also participating in education for social reasons whereas the younger students participate predominantly to enhance their career prospects.  Participating in education for instrumental reasons, such as career advancement seems to be less important to older learners. Scala (1996, p.765) found that older women are more likely to return to education for personal reasons whereas older men are more likely to pursue job-related qualifications. Some of the older men in the access course in WIT are pursuing higher education qualifications to enhance their careers while the majority of older women on the access course said that they would be pleased to gain employment after their studies but did not pursue education for that reason. 

The barriers to education are defined by Cross (1981, p.98) as dispositional, institutional and situational. Dispositional barriers are "related to attitudes and self-perceptions about oneself as a learner", institutional barriers are of "all those practices and procedures that exclude or discourage working adults from participating in educational activities" and situational barriers are "those arising from one's situation in life at a given time" (Cross, 1981, p.98). Situational barriers were perceived as the main barrier to education for older and younger adults in the access course.  Family and time commitments are reported to be the main barriers for older adults.  Many have children who are also studying and some are caring for a spouse leaving little time for study and other college commitments.  Financial difficulty was not perceived as a barrier for older students in the access course whereas it is a major barrier for the younger adults.  In particular, those who have families with little income find it difficult to participate in education. 

Older adults in the access course also mentioned some dispositional barriers particularly self-confidence issues, which stem from negative memories of former education.  Older adults had reservations about entering the classroom again and some found that these negative feelings are a significant barrier to learning.  Some WIT tutors also find that confidence is a major issue in the classroom and the older students who are more relaxed are more willing to question and will therefore learn more. Tutors note that fear of failure is a major issue with older learners and therefore the support systems in the college should be recommended to them. Older and younger learners both recommend that more psychological support be available to them.  While there is counselling and support systems available for students many older adults said that they had reservations about visiting the counsellor and said that it would perhaps be useful to discuss their fears and reservations as a group. 

Adults come to a learning programme with a range of expectations about the learning process and attitudes towards education, which usually are based on former educational experience (Rogers, 1996, p.67). Therefore, we need to explore these views and attitudes to education and what is expected early on in the learning programme (Rogers, 1996, p.69) in order to successfully remove barriers to learning and enhance the experience of learning for older people.

Institutional barriers such as room changes and tutor changes also cause difficulties.  Some older adults found that skills such as note taking were difficult to master at first.  Tutors also noted that older learners find it difficult to multi-task, for example, taking notes while listening to the tutor. The access course has a study skills module throughout the academic year. However, both younger and older adults recommend that study skills sessions be provided at the beginning of the year to give them the necessary academic skills prior to beginning their studies. Mehrotra (2003, p651) found that older adults require more positive feedback in comparison to younger adults to achieve the same gains in self-efficacy and sense of achievement. Older learners in the access course also mentioned that they like to receive feedback regarding their assignments. 
Many critical writers in adult learning suggest that experience forms the basis of all learning (Rogers, 1996, p.107). The older learners in the access course say that they feel that the life experiences gained by the older learner should be respected and reflected in the classroom. WIT tutors also feel that older learners need a better understanding from their tutors regarding their capabilities. Tutors note that older adults have their own views and opinions on particular subjects. This was seen as an advantage in subjects such as history and politics. However tutors felt that in subjects such as art it may be difficult to get older adults to challenge their way of thinking and open their minds to new ways of thinking. 

Conclusions and Significance of the Research

This research will contribute to the overall strategy for developing education for older adults in WIT. With the development of a new School of Education within the institute, there is a great interest in continuing research into the nature and development of older adult learning. 

The research shows that older people are involved in learning for a variety of reasons and their motivations for engaging in learning are diverse. Older and younger adults in the access course give a wide range of preferred subjects and methods of learning showing the diversity of the adult classroom.  These also have implications for academic providers in designing a curriculum that is diverse in teaching methods and appropriate for adults of all ages. Although the needs and motivations of older and younger adults in the classroom may vary, the access course is perceived as beneficial and a positive experience for both groups.  There were a number of situational, dispositional and institutional barriers mentioned, which need to be addressed if older and younger adults are to successfully participate in education.  Educational providers need to be sensitive to institutional issues such as timetabling, room changes and tutor changes that affect older learners. Dispositional barriers can be addressed by educational providers, through the development of support systems for older learners. Situational difficulties are usually outside the control of the educational institution but through creative planning, educational providers can address these issues.

This research has generated awareness of the issues for older adults in education. It has highlighted the needs of older learners to be addressed by educational institutions and made recommendations for educational providers. Older learners will be the new target for access initiatives. Therefore, educational providers will have to develop strategies that meet their needs.

This research has identified the needs of older learners in a broad sense and has not addressed the issues of older learners in terms of differences in social class. Future research needs to look at the presence of older adults in education and issues of accessibility in relation to social class.
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