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Introduction

Emphasis on lifelong learning at national and international level suggests that the time is ripe to launch a new debate about purpose in the provision of educational opportunities for older people. Does the ageing of populations, especially the emergence of the so-called Third Age, pose a challenge to popular notions of lifelong learning?  Is it possible to develop a theory about education for older adults as some writers have attempted to do over the last few decades?  This paper begins with a critical discussion of current notions of lifelong learning.  It then examines the concept of the Third Age and summarises the debate concerning the philosophical and emerging theoretical approaches to the education of people who are post-work in the sense that they are no longer primarily involved in earning a living or with major family responsibilities – although this does not preclude the fact that such people may be involved in or actively seeking some kind of paid work and/or be involved in a caring role in some capacity. This definition also recognises that the notion of work is essentially a dynamic one and may be subject to redefinition over time.  Finally, an attempt is made to argue for a new more inclusive perspective on lifelong learning for the twenty-first century.

Lifelong learning policies

Notions of the individual and collective responsibility to continue learning throughout life are certainly not new. They appear in different guises in the work of Plato, in early Chinese philosophy and in the work of Comenius. They are implicit within a number of religions, notably the Jewish faith. Discourses of lifelong learning and recurrent education that would assuredly result in an educated and democratic society appear at intervals in the writings of academics and in the philosophies of different educational practitioners and some politicians over the last few decades.  However, lifelong learning as it is currently understood, at least in a European context, has taken on a new meaning as the forces of change necessitate a review of taken-for-granted understanding of the theory and practice of learning.

Edwards (1997) in a perceptive analysis, takes as his starting point the view that, in late modernity, change and uncertainty are often seen as defining characteristics of the contemporary world.  He argues that different forms of change - economic, cultural, technological and demographic - have been used to promote certain priorities within the generalised growth of interest in the concept of lifelong learning and emphasis on the need to become a “learning society” in the new millennium.  He shows how these different analyses have been welded together by a variety of interests to produce a powerful discourse that has been influential in stressing the need for lifelong learning policies to support the need for economic competitiveness. Indeed, a detailed analysis of three major policy reports relevant to the development of lifelong learning in the UK reveals a strong priority accorded to vocational education and training in spite of some general rhetoric about the non-economic, personal and social benefits of lifelong learning (Tight, 1998). Vague statements concerning the perceived outcomes of lifelong learning policies such as an assured “improvement in society” and “personal fulfilment” also tend to permeate various recent European educational policy statements concerned with the promotion of lifelong learning issues as Withnall (1997/8) shows.  In addition, Hodgson and Spours (1999) in a consideration of the key points of New Labour’s emergent educational policy agenda for lifelong learning in the UK, note that, once again, the focus is mainly on participation in the education and training system. However, the authors do comment on the longer term issues which should be considered including:

“the more fundamental structural issues to face in terms of building the kind of seamless robe of provision required for a system of lifelong learning, as well as the kind of social and economic climate in which learning is valued, used and rewarded” (p46).  

Certainly, the present UK government has acknowledged the need to “break down barriers” to older people playing a full part in its vision of a learning society, but to date, its proposals for development and the packages of support available to adult learners suggest that people who are post-work are not genuinely part of the vision (DfEE, 1999).  Indeed, older people are still largely marginalized in educational policy circles in Europe and beyond by continued emphasis on economic competitiveness in tandem with moral panics about the ageing population particularly with regard to financial support and the consequences for health services which, although of major importance, tend to conceptualise later life primarily as a social problem.

The emergence of the Third Age

Why should older people merit consideration at all?  The increase in life expectancy in almost every country in the world has been one of the major features of the last hundred years mainly the result of the reduction in mortality and fertility worldwide. Indeed, it is usual for gerontological texts to begin with a series of statistics illustrating how the proportions of people aged sixty and over have grown in the preceding century, estimates of the numbers living in developing countries, lists of countries with the oldest populations etc. together with alarmist projections about future growth. It can be argued, however, that such statistics mean little when taken in isolation from issues of economic status and social policy. The bald presentation of statistical facts also disguises the diversity and heterogeneity of older populations in different countries and stands to be accused of perpetuating a “them and us” mentality  - as though older people were somehow  “the other”.  In this way, older people come to be seen as a different species from the rest of the population leading to a lack of recognition that ageing is something which everyone experiences.

What can be said is that as the numbers and thus the visibility of older people in the population have increased, the processes of ageing have attracted attention from a range of disciplinary interests. For our purposes, it is the transformation of the institution of retirement as the result of trends in labour force participation that is of interest. Phillipson (1998) demonstrates how the meaning of retirement has evolved from a period of stability in the 1950s and 1960s when it was associated with (largely male) exit from the workforce and entry into a state old age pension scheme to a phase of considerable instability and accompanying loss of identity for people who are post work.  The age at which people leave the workforce may depend on a variety of factors - redundancy, voluntary severance, health, caring duties – or the possibilities offered by flexible retirement policies or self-employment.  However, recent research conducted for the government reveals that more than 2.8 million people between 50 and 65 are currently without paid work in the UK and that the decline in paid work has not led to an increase in caring, in voluntary work or in participation in educational activities (Cabinet Office, 2000). The government’s policy response will be to encourage over-50s to find work or to take part in other useful activity.  Nevertheless, increased longevity still means that the post work period is likely to be lengthy and, as Blaikie (1999) has shown, this change in the balance of life stages has largely unexplored social and cultural outcomes.

One of these is the tendency among commentators to talk of a division of the later life period into the “young old” and the “old old” or the  “Third Age” of active leisure and personal fulfilment and the “Fourth Age” of descent into dependence, senility and death.  In defining the Third Age as “the crown of life”, Laslett (1989) has commented that it will become a considerable and increasing part of everyone’s experience and that therefore society needs to adjust to the cultural requirements of members of this group, themselves perceived as the cultural trustees of the future.  Recognition of the Third Age as a new phenomenon requiring investigation in order to open up greater choice for all lay at the basis of the extensive Carnegie Inquiry into a range of aspects of life, including learning, between the ages of 50 and 74  (The Carnegie UK Trust, 1993).

In examining the imagery of the Third Age, Blaikie (1999) points out how Third Agers have been encouraged to develop a new kind of retirement lifestyle in which the emphasis has shifted from issues of sickness and decline towards health, liberation and “refurbishment”.  This change of emphasis, he shows, lies with the emergence of consumer culture, particularly as businesses become aware of demographic trends and more sensitised to the mature market.  Gilleard (1996) in fact argues that contemporary consumer culture plays a part in helping older people to shape their identities at a time when the meaning of growing old is subject to revision in a time of rapid change, a theme explored further by Vincent (1999).  Indeed, a glance at any of the recent rash of “lifestyle” magazines aimed at retired people reveals a wide spectrum of positive images and expectations unimaginable in previous older generations.  However, issues of gender, class, race and ethnicity and geographical location require far more exploration in understanding how the experience of living in the Third Age is actually structured by socio-economic and other factors such as health status largely outside individual control.  

In talking about the Third Age and equating this period of life with choice, opportunity, creativity and personal development, to what extent do we also risk denial of the “Fourth Age”?  And how should this be defined?  Soulsby (2000) is critical of the assumption that the Fourth Age is a clearly definable, discrete period of dependency and decline. He argues that the belief that the Fourth Age is terminal and untreatable leads to unwarranted assumptions about frail and very elderly people and very limited expectations about the possibilities of stimulating activities and the potential for them to learn anything new – and indeed to share existing interests. We shall return to this point later.

Theoretical issues in the education and training of Third Agers

The influence of activity theory

Predictions about the burgeoning numbers of older people in all industrialised countries, the beginnings of changing patterns of retirement and the possible implications for educators of adults and other professions concerned with ageing began to attract attention in the 1970s, initially in the USA.  A particular concern ever since has been to justify the post work population as worthy of inclusion in educational policy decisions although only a somewhat limited number of attempts have been made to address the fundamental philosophical issues involved and to engage in theory building.  A brief review by Withnall and Percy (1994) suggests that these attempts have been located mainly within a functionalist paradigm and derive from activity theory and from sociological theories of role change (Havighurst, 1963).  The emphasis in approaches that utilise role theory, as in activity theory, is that older people must deal with role loss and adjustment to role change in retirement.  Activity theory sees later life as a time of potential individual growth and renewed social relationships – life satisfaction derives from social interaction and active participation so that the post work period can be a positive, creative and busy time.  In this way, the purpose of educational activity in later life is to provide solutions to the problem of how to achieve successful ageing through the preservation of a positive, healthy and active lifestyle or through adaptation to a socially acceptable role.  There is an implicit assumption that education can contribute to this process by assuring good health, well-being and personal satisfaction in later life.  Activity theory thus opens the door for educators of adults to develop suitable interventions and legitimates their claims to be able to offer older people choice and opportunity for keeping their brains active and healthy, for personal fulfilment and for self-development – although this latter term surely requires further exploration as Walker (1998) notes.  Indeed, older people’s very limited mention in the current UK government’s plans for the development of its lifelong learning strategy are primarily on the grounds that learning can have positive health outcomes (DfEE, 1999).

This assumption has recently been explored further in a recent DfEE-commissioned study of the motivation to learn in later life and its impact. Although the researchers note the very considerable methodological difficulties of assessing the impact of learning on health status,  they argue that their findings suggest that learning can contribute to health and social interaction and can help to enrich an older person’s life usually as part of a wider set of activities (Dench and Regan, 2000).

To these ends, any debate has tended to be framed in terms of older people’s participation  (or non-participation) in formally organised activities (Withnall and Percy, 1994) together with discussion of appropriate provision for older people as one of a range of identified target groups often labelled as “disadvantaged” (eg McGivney, 1990) or “socially excluded”.  It has found practical expression in the current Older and Bolder development project run in England and Wales under the auspices of the National Institute of Adult Continuing Education (NIACE).  To date, this initiative has utilised a mixture of statistical and anecdotal evidence to make a strong case for increasing public investment in learning provision for older people (Carlton and Soulsby, 1999).  Other initiatives along similar lines are described in Schuller and Bostyn (1992) in their work for the Carnegie Inquiry.  

Certainly, there is some emerging medical evidence concerning the beneficial results of continued mental stimulation in later life with regard to the maintenance of good health (see Khaw, 1997 for a summary). Recent neurological research also suggests that mental training in later life can boost intellectual power, assist in maintaining mental function and help to reverse memory decline (Kotulak, 1997).  However, little of this work impacts on educators of adults in a systematic way and they have tended to proceed on the basis of a range of clinically unproven assumptions.  Moreover, activity theory may be far too limited to capture the complexity of older people’s engagement in social activities and their participation in education.  Powell Lawton (1993), drawing on a range of approaches, shows that older people continue to be complex in their orientations and relationships so that their activities also tend to be multidimensional.  In addition, later life may bring transitions that impact on relationships, expectations, opportunities and abilities. For example, widowhood or the gradual deterioration or loss of some physical functions (rather than the terminal decline implied by notions of the Fourth Age) may affect willingness and capacity to participate in different types of activities at different times.  Szinovacz (1992) finds it necessary to combine insights from activity theory with other theoretical perspectives in order to investigate how gender, marital status and household composition relate to post-retirement social activity patterns. Finally, activity theory implicitly castigates older people who do not wish to embrace the “busy” ethic as in some way withdrawn or deviant.  In general, research on later life has moved on and, as Katz (1996) has shown, has embraced more reliable theories and frameworks within which to examine the lived experiences of older people in their everyday environments.

The moral dimension

Apart from supposed health benefits, another approach that can be discerned in many of the writings of educational gerontologists is an emphasis on older people’s rights to have access to educational opportunities.  These often derive from notions of the relative deprivation and what Townsend (1981) and others have called the structured dependency characteristic of later life.  This approach formed the basis of the ‘educational charter for the elderly’ published by Laslett (1984) who was closely involved in the genesis of the Forum on the Rights of Elderly People to Education (FREE) developed by a group of enthusiasts in the UK.  Although the Manifesto enshrining these rights published by FREE did not have the long lasting impact intended at the time and FREE was eventually disbanded, some practitioners are of the opinion that the original Manifesto now warrants a re-examination in the light of more recent official concern with the ageing of populations across Europe and beyond.  Accordingly, a joint Age Concern/NIACE seminar to revisit the issues raised has been organised as part of the University of East London’s Festival of Lifelong Learning in June 2000.

The moral dimension also underpins other arguments developed by Schuller and Bostyn (1992) and Carlton and Soulsby (1999). Indeed, Schuller and Bostyn contend that older people are entitled to educational opportunities as compensation for lack of these earlier in their lives, especially since the divides of gender and class have had such a major impact on the division of educational opportunities. 

Reviewing these approaches, Withnall and Percy (1994) call for something more than just the recognition of educational rights advocated from a quasi-political stance where reasoning is grounded in concepts of equality and justice. They suggest that notions of equal opportunities in the commonly understood sense of the same opportunities for all be abandoned in favour of a focus on the importance of human dignity, on the fulfilment of human potential and the promotion of fair treatment for everyone.  More recently, Elmore (1999) has examined this moral dimension further through a carefully reasoned advocacy of older people’s access to both instrumental and expressive education on the basis of social justice but using notions of fair equality of opportunity, access to democratic participation and the status of equal citizenship at a time when many societies are undergoing fundamental change in their social and economic structure. In this way, older people’s access to education becomes a tool towards the achievement of a liberal democracy.  However, it can be argued that these kinds of discussions have been conducted without reference to the wider debates about ethics and intergenerational equity which have challenged demographers and gerontologists in recent years and forced them to reconsider some long held assumptions about the sites and boundaries of their disciplinary fields.

Generativity

The theme of intergenerational recognition and reciprocity found expression in both the 1993 European Year of Older People and Solidarity Between Generations and in the 1999 United Nations Year of Older People which took ‘towards a society for all ages’ as its main slogan.  Such an approach derives largely from the work of developmental psychologists such as Erikson (1963) who theorized that human development occurs through a sequence of eight psychosocial stages involving crisis or conflict at each stage.  A major developmental crisis is said to occur in early and middle adulthood and involving the attainment of generativity – a concern with others beyond the immediate family, with future generations and the nature of the world in which these descendants will live. People who are successful in resolving this crisis are said to be able to establish clear guidelines for their lives and generally to age in a happy and productive way.  Failure to achieve generativity results in stagnation in which people become preoccupied with personal needs, comforts and concerns.

The theme of generativity underpins the work of Laslett (1989) who has argued persuasively that self-fulfilment in later life implies those in the Third Age taking responsibility for themselves and their learning and also recognising the obligation to create an interchange with younger members of society so that an equitable relationship with the future can be secured for the whole of society.  Notions of generativity also inform the exploratory work of the American feminist Friedan (1993) in her personal quest to give meaning to the ageing process.  Much of the practical intergenerational educational work taking place in different countries, bases its raison d’ệtre, probably unconsciously, on the notion of generativity (eg  Ohsako and Cramer, 1999;  Newman, 1997).

Theories of adult development and the personality changes taking place in adulthood that see progression in stages, although influential, have been largely discredited in that they take insufficient cognisance of class and gender issues and of the changing socio-economic context.  Indeed, the sheer diversity of experience in adult life makes it impossible to predict major stages. Crises may occur at any age and may be satisfactorily resolved at individual level with no major effects. Stage theories also imply a discontinuity of development whilst other psychological theories stress the continuity of personality during adulthood.  It may well be then, that whilst participation in educational intergenerational activity might be relevant and rewarding for many Third Agers, the perspectives which derive from developmental psychology are inadequate in offering a useful theory which might be translated into practice. 

Critical educational gerontology

The 1980s saw the emergence of a range of critical perspectives within the field of social gerontology for a range of reasons discussed in some detail by Phillipson (1998).  These perspectives have begun to impinge on debates in the field of educational gerontology, especially the development of a critical educational gerontology from the mid-1980s onwards.  Glendenning (1997), a staunch advocate of the need for a new paradigm that would unshackle ideas about educational provision for older people from the functionalist paradigm, argues that we need to ask a number of searching questions about such provision including why it is needed and whose interests are really being served together with a re-evaluation of existing practices and models. He advocates a more robust paradigm where a new discourse about later life might be located and identifies a pressing need firstly, to disentangle the reasons for what he sees as the marginalisation and structured dependency of older people; and secondly, for education to lead older people to take charge of their lives and to become emancipated, thereby introducing a new moral dimension to the debate about educational purpose in the Third Age and beyond.  That his ideas have resonated with some educators of adults can be seen in some descriptive accounts of how the possibilities of critical educational gerontology are being explored in practice (eg Cusack, 1999).

Glendenning has been a major influence on the development of educational gerontology in the UK and his insistence on the need for a new paradigm within which to explore major questions concerning Third Age education has enabled some accepted wisdom to be questioned and re-evaluated.  However, it can be argued as Usher et al (1997) have done in relation to the education of adults in general, that although an approach derived from critical theory seeks to unmask distortions and constraints, it actually runs the risk of substituting a partial and unbalanced view of human experience. The drive for emancipation and empowerment may itself become a new form of oppression.  Indeed, in seeming to assume a heterogeneity among older people and seeing them as uniformly disadvantaged and committed to praxis, Glendenning appears to be making a number of unwarranted assumptions and unwittingly, to be imposing a new kind of ideological constraint.  For example, we have previously commented that the Third Age is increasingly characterised by widening inequalities largely determined by the socio-economic structure and the growth of consumerism implicated with issues of gender, class, race, ethnicity and age itself.  Psychological evidence concerning the impact of ageing on health status, intellectual skills and lifestyles (Stuart-Hamilton, 1994; Slater, 1995) also suggests a sharper division between the fit and active majority and the minority suffering acute or chronic illness whether mental, physical or both.  It can also be argued that critical educational gerontology cannot account for the emergence of newer models of educational provision for and by older people themselves such as the Elderhostel movement in North America or the University of the Third Age as it has evolved in the UK.  It is through these movements that more middle class Third Agers have sought to re-appropriate both knowledge and learning and, as Blaikie (1999) observes in respect of the latter, to present themselves as in the vanguard of cultural change. 

The assumptions that Glendenning makes with regard to the role of educators of older people must also be subjected to scrutiny.  The question of the role and responsibilities of educators of adults in general with regard to social action has long been an issue.  We simply cannot assume those who teach older people to be themselves unfettered by ideological beliefs, or to possess a uniform desire or ability to encourage an emancipatory critique, to operationalise a new political lobby or even to encourage individual action on a small scale.  The issues are more complex than has hitherto been acknowledged.

Lifelong learning re-visited:  an inclusive approach

One issue which emerges clearly from these debates is the emphasis on the notion of  education in the Third Age and in later life generally.  Indeed, the very field of educational gerontology, although subject to re-definition over the years and in different national contexts, suggests a definite emphasis on provider concerns rather than offering a Third Age learner perspective.  Where learning is mentioned at all in relation to later life, there is little attempt to distinguish between formally provided educational opportunities and the formal and informal learning which Third Agers might undertake, much of which might be unrecognised even by older people themselves.  Indeed, it is not at all clear how “learning” is interpreted by different groups of older people and there is no research that has systematically investigated older people’s individual learning styles.

We have seen that, apart from the work of Glendenning, educational gerontology is largely atheoretical.  A new formulation that seems to offer a way forward would be to focus on learning as discussed above, rather than on education in later life.   We may begin from the proposition that, in late modernity, a conceptualisation of lifelong learning as “cradle to grave” but which nevertheless privileges vocational education and training and pays only lip-service to the post-work population, is inadequate.  It may be that learning itself might be more readily located in social and cultural developments such as the growth of consumerism and in a range of social practices (Usher et al, 1997). Indeed, we have examined the arguments that notions of the Third Age emerged from the growth of consumerism and that current consumer culture plays a part in helping older people refashion their identities when the old certainties of later life have been displaced. In this sense, formally provided learning opportunities for adults generally have themselves become part of the consumer culture, offering the promise of access to a particular lifestyle and often marketed as ‘fun’ with enjoyment as the main aim. However, for many adults, particularly those returning to formally organised learning, the actual processes of learning are more likely to be experienced as challenging, demanding and even painful, particularly if qualifications are sought – and to assume that older people are never interested in gaining credit for their studies seems to suggest that their endeavours are not quite serious.  For older people, the fun element may well be provided by the social interaction involved and broad social impact of undertaking new activity (Dench and Regan, 2000).

Educators of adults have long argued, of course, that learning does not have to take part in formal settings and to be structured by formal providers. The success of the University of the Third Age as it has developed in Britain and in Australia and indeed, other similar informal and self-help endeavours, has shown that some older people do not necessarily wish to buy into a lifestyle but that other factors may be important in assisting them to shape a post work identity. This might also include taking concerted action to better their opportunities; or it might mean, for example, a conscious decision to embark on an individual learning project or resume a neglected interest. Learning may also be incidental, unanticipated or imposed; the plethora of publications describing the early stages of widowhood or the impact of becoming a carer and the subsequent necessity of learning a range of unfamiliar tasks is a case in point. Alternatively, learning in later life may consist of the kind of individual reflection and life review that takes place in an unstructured and spasmodic way but which may lead to greater self-understanding and individual insight.  

It was argued earlier that to reconstruct the Third Age as a period of lifestyle choice and opportunity is to ignore the realities of the socio-economic structure and issues of gender and ethnicity.  Certainly choice is not a straightforward issue as economists have demonstrated.  However, this kind of thinking suggests that what is needed is a better understanding of what learning means in the context of older people’s lives, whether they do make choices about learning in both formal and informal contexts in an uncertain world and the basis on which they might do so. We also need to identify what constitutes a successful learning experience and to assess what outcomes learning might have for those in the Third Age.  The very heterogeneity of the post work population and the sheer diversity of experience of different groups of older people further suggests that we need to find a way to understand the influence of different events and beliefs over the life course and to problematize their experiences as learners. The definitive questions that need to be asked are wide ranging.  For example, how do older people themselves define and understand learning post work? What value do they place on learning (and education)? What are the contexts and discourses over the life course that have shaped their perceptions? How have they constructed and developed ideas and attitudes to learning and to education?  What outcomes do formal/informal and other types of learning have for older people in the context of their own lives and how are these outcomes experienced and described? Answers to these questions might also help us to focus on a broader issue – what are the implications for theory and for social and educational policies in general in respect of a stronger emphasis on learning in later life? 

The life course approach is not without its methodological problems and is a complex task since it needs to incorporate a holistic approach to adult life covering a range of aspects as Blaikie (1999) has observed.  Indeed, the life course perspective suggests that learning activity in the Third Age and the forms it might take at different times will be influenced by a complex interplay of individual characteristics and by a variety of individual and collective experiences over a lifetime combined with genetic and environmental influences on the ageing process (Bergeman, 1997).  Such an analysis, together with an exploration of differing situational experiences, opportunities and constraints throughout life including the post work period would offer a distinctive perspective on the factors which might influence older people to continue or to take up learning activity at any stage of their post work lives.  It also provides a way of investigating the relationship between learning undertaken in formal or in informal contexts and encourages reflection on that learning which is unintentional or unanticipated.

The life course approach would also help to illuminate how the opportunities or constraints of age, class, gender, race, location may combine with other factors to influence learning choices and activities in later life – or indeed, an apparent lack of them. Jarvis (1994) in beginning to address these issues has theorized about the relationship between biography and experience pointing out that they should be distinguished from each other.  Jamieson et al (1998) have used the life course approach in a small scale empirical study of a group of older people attending a residential summer school and, although offering a basic framework for understanding education in the context of retirement, admit that their study focuses on a small and atypical group of older people. In addition, they are once again adopting a provider perspective rather than a focus on learning itself.

The development and testing of a conceptual model of the reasons for participation in learning, the pathways through, and outcomes of undertaking different types of learning activity in the Third Age would enable the identification not only of the circumstances which affect opportunity and choice at different times but would also offer a clearer understanding of Third Agers’ experiences as learners in a variety of settings and contexts.  This would enable us to move towards a refinement and re-alignment of theory in lifelong learning by taking a more inclusive perspective.  In this way, educational gerontology as it has been conceptualised to date, would be come incorporated into a new theoretical perspective on lifelong learning itself (Withnall, 2000, forthcoming).

Researching Third Age learning
The use of methods which focus on personal meaning and help to illuminate how older people experience various aspects of daily life are currently in vogue among social gerontologists, mainly as a reaction to the medical model of ageing which focuses closely on clinical trials and on quantitative methods associated with research into health care issues.  However, in advocating the use of qualitative data from which to begin theory building, especially the process of asking older people to reflect upon their life stories and present learning experiences, it is necessary to exercise caution.  It is generally recognised by advocates of the life course method that the self cannot be a single stable identity and that life stories are necessarily subjective interpretations and evaluations that are open to change over time and in different contexts.  Alternatively, it may be the case, as other scholars have argued, that life stories are social constructions that are created and sustained by social interaction and that experiences are only made real and bestowed with meaning through  telling and presentation.  Brandon Wallace (1994) discusses these issues at length in an overview of the use of life stories as a research tool, emphasising the necessity for researchers to clarify their epistemological stance at the outset.

Any empirical research that seeks to ascribe meaning to learning in the context of the Third Age using a life course approach therefore must be carried out with an acknowledgement that the topic under investigation, the subjects of the research and indeed, the stance and changing perspectives of the researchers themselves may shape the ways in which the research develops and is interpreted and reported.  Strategies may need to adapt and evolve over time.  In addition, as in any research, ethical issues need consideration.  The concept of research as an enactment of power relations between researchers and the subjects of the research has perplexed educational and social science researchers for some time (see Usher et al, 1997 for a detailed discussion).  Withnall (2000, forthcoming) suggests that one way to begin to confront this dilemma might be to train older people themselves to become researchers. Certainly, the Gerontology Institute at the University of Massachusetts, Boston has successfully encouraged groups of older people to become competent researchers (Caro, 1999); and some University of the Third Age branches have also developed considerable expertise in training their members in the research process.  However, the informed consent of research informants, assurances of anonymity and issues concerned with the ownership of research would still need detailed consideration and discussion 

Towards a wider perspective
The emphasis in this paper has been firstly, on the paucity of current political visions of lifelong learning - visions that rarely acknowledge the emergence of the Third Age or the importance of changing demographics other than in a negative way.  Secondly, the paper has critically reviewed a range of statements of purpose about education and older adults, examining a range of perspectives and noted the general absence of theory in what has come to be known as educational gerontology.  Thirdly, it has been suggested that a possible way forward in respect of the Third Age would be to change the current emphasis from education to learning and to investigate what meaning older people actually ascribe to learning by locating it within a life course perspective.  In obtaining empirical data, however, it has been argued that we need a new research paradigm that would place ageing itself at the centre of the debate and which might incorporate older people themselves into the research process. In these ways, it might be possible to move towards a new and more inclusive theory of lifelong learning that would have relevance for a society experiencing demographic and other kinds of change at an unprecedented rate.

From a broader policy perspective however, and in order to support lifelong learning as conceptualised here, what we also need is to develop more imaginative integrated social policies which eschew notions of different ages and stages and which acknowledge the importance of adopting an intergenerational life course approach which would move us away from seeing older people of any age as a problem requiring a series of quick-fix solutions. The worlds of education, learning, work and retirement have taken on different meanings in recent years and this must be acknowledged both in theory building and in policy development.  There is a pressing need to re-think what we want from the post work period of life – and particularly, to acknowledge the changing definitions of ‘work’ - but also to determine what kind of balances we might want between education, learning, work, leisure and other commitments, not just in later life, but throughout the life course.

Concluding remarks

Finally, in discussing later life learning from a mainly Eurocentric perspective, we also run the risk of failing to acknowledge demographic trends, mentioned earlier, on a global scale.  Whilst it was argued that a focus on statistics per se is inappropriate when taken out of context, it is apparent from even a cursory overview of current world population trends, that the real challenge of population ageing in the 21st Century will come from developing nations. Thus it is likely that notions of lifelong learning will come to incorporate different dimensions in that increased knowledge, improved skills in literacy and numeracy and access to educational opportunities are imperative if older people, especially women, are to be enabled to become fully empowered members of their communities and yet to retain traditional roles as guardians of culture and tradition to be passed down to other generations. The implications for countries undergoing social and political transition are likely to engage the attention of both educators of adults and social gerontologists in years to come and to change our current understanding of growing older and being an older learner in ways that are not yet apparent.

Meanwhile, debate about learning in later life, informed by high quality research must continue.  We must never lose sight of the fact that ageing is universal! 
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