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Education Programs

JJim and Donna Wagner retired to a small rural community of 3,000. They chose the commu-
nity for its geographical location, climate, and proximity to relatives. Although they enjoy small-
town living, they miss the many educational and cultural opportunities that larger communities
offer. Six months after they settled into their new home, Donna decided to visit the tiny Senior
Center on Main Street. After lunch, she remained with a group of seniors for a class on famous
women of the World War II era. The other seniors told Donna that the local community col-
lege had brought many classes to their center through the years. They liked that the classes were
noncredit and affordable. They also mentioned that the county extension agent frequently
came to town and offered classes on health, self-care, and financial management for retirees.

Educators recognize now, more than ever before, that learning does not stop when adults
enter the later stages of life. Although the process of learning changes during the life course
(e.g., older adults take longer to assimilate information and are less likely to use memory
schemas), study after study confirms that humans maintain the capacity for learning
throughout their lives (Schaie, 1994). Like Donna and her new friends at the Senior Center,
many seniors find participating in educational programs to be an enriching experience.
Most older adults, however, prefer attending classes outside traditional academia. They want
the opportunity to actively participate in classes that are of interest to them and relevant to
their lives now and in the future.

The idea of lifelong education first appeared in the research literature in the 1930s. By
definition, lifelong education implies a cradle-to-grave approach to learning and recognizes
that people can be learners at 18 or 80 (Manheimer et al., 1995). It differs from the tradi-
tional lockstep model of education that assumes one’s life path extends in a straight line.
A lifelong education model provides a more fluid perspective that considers individuals as
learners and, often simultaneously, as teachers who have a broad range of needs through-
out their life course (Feldman, 1991).

EDUCATIONAL LEVEL OF OLDER ADULTS

Contributing to the lifelong learning phenomenon is the current education level of older
adults and the future increase in the overall level of formal education achieved by
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Americans. Exhibit 6.1 shows the educational attainment of men and women aged 65 years
and older in 2006. In 2006, 71% of older adults had completed high school; about 26% of
older men and 14% of older women reported having a bachelor’s degree or higher (U.S.
Bureau of the Census, 2006a). Education levels among older adults, however, vary consid-
erably by race and ethnicity. Approximately 80% of non-Hispanic White elders, compared
with 70% of Asian elders, 55% of Black elders and Native Hawaiians/Pacific Islanders, 52%
of American Indians/Alaska Natives, and 39% of Hispanic elders had completed high
school (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2006a).

Older non-Hispanic Whites are more likely to be high school graduates than are Blacks,
Asians, Hispanics, Native Hawaiians/Pacific Islanders or Native Americans/Alaska Natives (U.S.
Bureau of the Census, 2006a) (see Exhibit 6.2). In 2006, approximately 30% of Asian elders and
20% of non-Hispanic White elders, compared with 11% of Black elders and 9% of Hispanic
elders, had completed a bachelor’s degree or higher (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2006a).

The educational status of future cohorts of older adults will be dramatically different. It
is anticipated that there will be more older adults with college degrees than older adults with
less than a high school education. As shown in Exhibit 6.3 below, by the year 2030, more
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EXHIBIT 6.1 Educational Attainment of Persons 65 and Older by Sex in 2006 (%)
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than 85% of older men and women will have at least a high school education (87% and
88%, respectively) and approximately 31% of older men and 28% of older women will have
attained a bachelor’s degree (He, Sengupta, Velkoff, & DeBarros, 2005). In addition, the dif-
ference between the percentages of Asian, non-Hispanic White, Native Hawaiian/Pacific
Islanders, and Black older adults with a high school education will grow smaller.
Approximately 94% of Asians, 93% of non-Hispanic Whites, 93% of Native Hawaiian/
Pacific Islanders, and 87% of Blacks aged 25 to 29 have graduated from high school; how-
ever, only 69% of American Indians/Alaska Natives and 63% of Hispanics aged 25 to 29 have
graduated from high school (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2006a). Of persons aged 25 to 29,
61% of Asians, 34% of non-Hispanic Whites, 21% Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islanders, 14%
of Blacks, 10% of American Indian/Alaska Natives and 9% of Hispanics have a bachelor’s
degree (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2006a). These differences in educational levels will no
doubt influence the types of educational programs offered to older adults. In addition 
to basic education programs, there will be a renewed interest in the concept of lifelong 
education.
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Literacy in the Older Adult Population
Although literacy proficiencies tend to increase as level of education increases, a signif-

icant percentage of older adults continue to have limited literacy skills. Findings from the
2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy (NAAL), which measures the English literacy of
America’s adults aged 16 years and older living in households and prisons, suggest that,
although the average literacy of adults aged 65 and older increased between 1992 and 2003,
adults in this age group had the lowest average literacy of any age group in 2003 and
accounted for the largest percentage of adults with below basic prose (i.e., no more than the
most simple and concrete literacy skills) (Kutner, Greenberg, & Baer, 2005). Among adults
aged 65 and older, 23% had levels of literacy below basic prose literacy, 27% had levels
below basic document literacy, and 34% had levels below basic quantitative literacy. Older
adults’ literacy skills and abilities influence every aspect of their lives and are of major con-
cern to government agencies, health care entities, and social institutions.

LIFELONG EDUCATION

Moody (1976, 1988) contends that society’s focus on lifelong education has emerged
through five chronological stages indicative of changes in attitudes toward later life. In the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, education for older adults was in the rejection
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stage, with the prevailing belief being that older adults neither needed nor deserved more
learning opportunities. Society viewed education as the preparation of children and youth
for the future, an investment not justifiable for older adults. From the late 1950s through
the mid- 1970s, beliefs about education moved through the social services stage. During this
time, society viewed education for older adults as worthwhile if it had a special therapeu-
tic value. Education programs focused primarily on the problem areas of growing older and
the responsibility of social institutions to meet elders’ needs through service programs
(Peterson, 1985). By the mid-1970s, a shift began from the segregationist “social problem” per-
spective to an assumption that older adults should remain active and involved in their com-
munities and in society. In this normalization stage, educators and practitioners minimized the
differences between older and younger adults. Older adults seeking educational opportuni-
ties were placed in existing educational pathways. A decade later, the self-actualization stage
emerged, in which learning in later life held special transformative possibilities for personal
growth. Practitioners emphasized psychological and spiritual concerns as part of the edu-
cational milieu for older adults. Most recent is the emancipation stage, in which personal
growth is intertwined with current community events. The focus is on the empowerment
of older adults to actively participate in all realms of life.

In this chapter, we explore the opportunities for lifelong learning for individuals living
throughout the United States. We begin by examining the federal government’s support for
education programs for older adults. Next, we present a description of the types of educa-
tional programs available for seniors and a profile of older adults who attend these pro-
grams. In the final section of this chapter, we discuss the challenges facing education
programs currently and in the future.

For Your Files: Seniors and Literacy

The Centre for Literacy of Quebec is home to one of Canada’s largest and most comprehen-
sive special collections on literacy and related topics. In 2004, staff developed the Seniors and
Literacy annotated bibliography, which provides references and annotations of research arti-
cles, project reports, resource guides, and other documents that address the issue of seniors’
literacy levels and practices. It includes websites from a range of governmental and non-profit
agencies in Canada and around the world. The annotations are descriptive and do not analyze
or evaluate. To download a copy, go to the Centre’s website: www.centreforliteracy
.qc.ca/Publications/lacmf/v0117n02/32–33.htm.

POLICY BACKGROUND

Historically, support specifically for the education of older adults represents only a small
fraction of the total federal expenditures for education. Provisions made under Title I of the
Higher Education Act of 1965 provided colleges and universities the opportunity to direct
some of their resources and staff to program development for older people. Most of the sup-
port for educational programs for older adults during the late 1960s through the mid- 1970s,
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however, came from demonstration projects funded by federal agencies such as the
National Endowment for the Arts and the National Endowment for the Humanities
(Manheimer, 1992). Despite enthusiastic claims of success, these projects usually terminated
at the end of their grants. Without outside money, most institutions closed older adult edu-
cation programs because attending to the education needs of older adults was not high on
the priority lists of traditional colleges and universities.

Following the gradual recovery from the post-Vietnam War recession, an increasing
number of non-traditional-aged adults began to go back to school. Continuing education and
lifelong learning became popular concepts. In 1976, Congress passed the Lifelong Learning
Act. Hailed as “a landmark of social legislation” (Weinstock, 1978), it had the goal of provid-
ing lifelong learning opportunities for all citizens “without regard to restrictions of previous
education or training, sex, age, handicapping condition, social or ethnic background, or eco-
nomic circumstances” (1978, p. 16). The Act was the first legislation to specially mention
older adults and retired persons as potential recipients of educational resources.
Unfortunately, Congress did not provide funding for the Act.

Although state and local governments have the responsibility for developing public and
continuing education, the federal government, through the office of Vocational and Adult
Education, has been instrumental in setting national priorities for education opportuni-
ties for persons of all ages. For example, under the Adult Education and Family Literacy
Act, Title II of the Workforce Investment Act of 1998, federally funded, state-administered
adult education programs address the needs of older adults by emphasizing functional
competency and grade-level progression from the lowest literacy level, with provision of
English literacy instruction, through attainment of the General Education Development
(GED) Certificate. States operate special projects for older persons through individual
instruction, use of print and educational technology, home-based instruction, and cur-
ricula focused on coping with daily situations. In 1998, a total of 246,067 adults 60 years
of age or older were served in the adult education programs (U.S. Department of
Education, 1998). In addition to adult literacy programs, a variety of federal programs
have supported informal educational activities of interest to older adults, including con-
sumer education, older reader services, community schools, continuing education, and
health education.

The Administration on Aging (AoA), under the provisions of the Older Americans Act
(OAA), also plays an important role in encouraging older adults to seek educational
opportunities and in developing educational programs for older adults. The 1987
amendments to the OAA instructed local Area Agencies on Aging (AAAs) to identify the
postsecondary schools in their area that offered tuition-free education to older adults
and to distribute the findings to senior centers and other locations (U.S. Senate Special
Committee on Aging, 1991b). State and local AAAs also are involved in a number of
grassroots education programs aimed at providing older adults with the knowledge they
need to enable them to lead more productive lives by broadening their occupational, cul-
tural, and social awareness. For example, AAAs sponsors educational programs in health
and nutrition, injury prevention, preretirement and legal concerns, employment, and
consumer education.
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USERS AND PROGRAMS

There is great diversity among learners within the older adult population. Like any age
group, older adults are heterogeneous and multidimensional in learning needs and abili-
ties. They come from all educational levels and have interests in a variety of subjects from
the liberal arts to programs more focused on issues of aging (e.g., health care and finances).
Variation also exists in the educational programs designed to meet the needs of the aging
population. In this section, we examine three primary settings for formal education pro-
grams for older adults: (a) institutions of higher education; (b) community based organiza-
tions; and (c) at-home programs. For each setting, we describe the types of programs
available and the older adults who participate in them.

Institutions of Higher Education
In 2005, 14,000 Americans 65 years of age and older were enrolled in undergraduate

credit programs at four-year institutions of higher education throughout the United States
(U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2005). Women constituted 64% of the “older” undergraduate
population. The institutions classified all of the older students as part-time students. In addi-
tion, 29,000 older adults were enrolled in graduate programs. Men made up 76% of this
population of graduate students. Of older students, 69% were pursuing their graduate
degrees on a part-time basis (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2005).

For Your Files: Leadership Training for Older Persons

Leadership Training for Older Persons is a program for underserved adults aged 50 years and
older from low-income or minority communities. The program is designed to enable partic-
ipants to gain the skills, knowledge, and confidence necessary to become effective leaders
and to advocate for their peers in the community. Through classroom sessions and time
spent on community projects, participants learn practical skills such as how to organize and
lead meetings, public speaking, utilizing community resources, teamwork, and advocacy
strategies. Since its inception, over 50 new community leaders have “graduated” from the
program. For more information, contact North Carolina Center for Creative Retirement,
Reuter Center, CPO # 5000, The University of North Carolina at Asheville, One University
Heights, Asheville NC 28804-8516; phone: 828-251-6140; www.unca.edu/ncccr/index.htm.

Most states have established guidelines within their statutes for tuition waiver programs for
older adults. State requirements vary with respect to minimum age, number of credits for
which a person may enroll, the type of course (i.e., credit or noncredit), and the availability
of space. In some states, policies for tuition waiver programs also vary by institution. Few older
adults, however, take advantage of the tuition waiver policy. Many older adults are unaware
of it, and others find the campus environment intimidating and are not really interested in the
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type of learning offered by conventional higher education departments (Moody, 1988).
Finally, some colleges encourage older adults to return to school by offering credit for life or
work experience. For example, the Assessment of Prior Experiential Learning program at
American University in Washington, D.C., allows older students to translate their work or life
experience into as many as 30 credit hours toward a bachelor’s degree.

Community Colleges
Community colleges are major providers of educational programs for older adults. In

1970, community colleges became the focus of the expanding instructional network on
aging. The AoA awarded a grant to the American Association of Community and Junior
Colleges to encourage the organization “to develop an awareness of the needs of older
Americans and to explore ways in which these community-oriented institutions might con-
tribute to an improvement in the quality of life in the nation’s elderly population” (Korim,
1974, p. 5). Because of this project, community colleges developed many new programs for
older people in the mid-1970s. In 2005, 18,000 older adults enrolled in courses or programs
taught through community colleges (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2005). Virtually all of the
older adults were part-time students.

At several community colleges around the country, Next-Chapter or life-options program-
ming is being developed to respond to the educational and social needs of aging baby
boomers (Goggin & Ronan, 2004). Such programs are designed to help adults approaching
the traditional age of retirement make a successful transition to the next phase of their lives.
A theme common to these programs is that they are not modeled on traditional seniors pro-
grams; their focus is derived from market research and opinion surveys that clearly indi-
cate baby boomers are not attracted to the retirement options that traditionally have been
available for aging adults. To adapt to and capitalize on the changing demographics and
emerging social trends, Goggin and Ronan (2004) propose a number of things that colleges
need to do to address the educational needs of the aging boomers:

• Develop a clear understanding that this new student cohort has explicit desires
and expectations.

• Prepare new programs and services based on the expressed desires of adults at
this life stage.

• Adapt existing service learning, leadership training, and workforce development
models to the needs and interests of post-midlife adults.

• Create a simple and specific access point for existing and new programs that will
appropriately serve this group.

• Partner with other community organizations such as libraries, community centers,
other community-based organizations, and government agencies to build a
collaborative network for life planning, meaningful engagement, continued
learning, and community connections.

• Educate the workplace and the nonprofit sector about the ways they will need to
change in order to take best advantage of the contributions these experienced
adults can make.
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Lifelong Learning Institutes
Lifelong Learning Institutes (LLIs), formerly known as Learning in Retirement (LIR) pro-

grams, are community-based organizations of retirement age people dedicated to meeting
the educational interests of its members. The first LLI was established in 1962 at the New
School in New York City. Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, other colleges and universities
replicated or adapted the educational model. During the 1980s, several national conferences
introduced the concept to a wider audience and spurred the development of many more
groups. In 1988, 24 LLIs collaborated with Elderhostel, Inc. to form the Elderhostel Institute
Network, with a mission to strengthen and support the effectiveness of their programs and
spread the LLI concept to new communities. Today, the Network links independent pro-
grams at more than 400 institutions of higher learning across North America (Lifelong
Learning Institute [LLI], 2006a, 2006b, 2006c). Although every LLI is unique and indepen-
dent, most LLIs are sponsored by a college or university and have an open membership for
all retirement-age learners regardless of previous education (LLI Overview, 2006). Located
at institutions large and small, private and public, and in communities both urban and rural,
LLIs provide unique, non-credit academic programs developed and attended by the
members themselves. A typical LLI has 200–300 members, offers 10–20 courses per term,
and has two or three terms each year. Most members take two or three courses per term (LLI
Factsheet, 2006a). The members are local people who commute to the program, and who
participate regularly year after year. An LLI program is structured like a typical college pro-
gram, with regular semesters and often homework. In addition, many LLIs provide volun-
teer services to their sponsoring institutions or to the community at large.

Some LLIs are institution-driven programs with a paid college staff coordinator who man-
ages the program and college faculty members who teach the courses (Young, 1992).
However, most LLIs are member-driven programs, governed by their own members, with
members leading the courses in lieu of professional faculty. Regardless of type, the most
successful LLI programs share several characteristics. These programs are designed to serve
the learning needs and interests of the local older adults involved in the program; offer a
broad-ranging educational program; are nonprofit, charging a modest tuition or member-
ship fee; often have a need-based scholarship program; publicly commit themselves to affir-
mative action goals; use volunteer teachers or course leaders who are members of LIR; offer
social, cultural, and physical experiences that complement the curriculum and are appro-
priate for the program participants; and provide for participant involvement in planning,
evaluating, teaching, and, where appropriate, administering the program (Young, 1992).

Elderhostel
Conceived as a means of getting older adults directly involved with stimulating activities

and with each other, Elderhostel combines the excitement and challenge of travel with the
enrichment of academic courses on substantive subjects.1 The founders offered the first pro-
gram during the summer of 1975. Throughout that summer, 220 older individuals came to
one of five New Hampshire colleges to participate. By 1980, all 50 states and several Canadian
provinces offered Elderhostel programs. In 1981, Elderhostel offered its first international 
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programs in Great Britain and Scandinavia. Today, Elderhostel offers nearly 8,000 programs
in every American state, Canada, and 90 other countries, with nearly 160,000 participants per
year (Elderhostel, 2006a).

Elderhostel is a nonprofit educational organization; its national office is in Boston. There
are five U.S. area offices, a U.K. office, and headquarters program staff that support and guide
travel organizations and program coordinators in developing and maintaining individual
Elderhostel programs. The travel organizations and program coordinators who are, to hostel-
ers, the most visible part of the Elderhostel organization develop and host the individual
Elderhostel programs under the guidelines of the administrative offices. They are responsi-
ble for all aspects of running a program, from lodging and meals to courses and instructors.

Elderhostel is a network of educational and cultural sites, including colleges and univer-
sities, state and national parks, museums, and environmental/outdoor educational centers.
Coordinators at each site design and operate individual Elderhostel programs. They must
decide what courses to offer, select the instructors, develop the weekly schedule, and deter-
mine where to house and serve meals to the hostelers. Most institutes of higher education
offer their programs during the off-season and vacations, thereby taking advantage of the
low-cost room, board, and classroom use.

The standard Elderhostel program brings together a group of 15 to 45 persons over the
age of 55 to a college campus, conference center, or retreat. During their five- or six-night
stay, they take noncredit courses accompanied by field trips and extracurricular events. The
courses do not carry college credit, and there are no tests. The intent is that students delve
into the subject matter for the sheer joy of learning. The cost of a five-night program in the
continental United States in 2006 starts at around $600 per person; programs in Hawaii and
Alaska are slightly more expensive (Elderhostel, 2006a).

Although most program sites offer varied programs from year to year, they typically
include at least one course about the cultural or historical significance of their geographic
location. In recent years, “full immersion” programs have developed in which students
spend their whole time studying one topic. For example, Elderhostelers enrolled at Yavapai
College in Prescott, Arizona, spend a week living on the Hopi reservation where the instruc-
tors are all Hopi (Pierce, 1993; see www.elderhostel.org/Programs/programdetail.asp?RowId=
1%2B2SH%2B454).

For individuals wishing to expand their educational horizons, Elderhostel offers interna-
tional programs in more than 90 countries. Course-related field trips and excursions provid-
ing a variety of opportunities for learning about and experiencing the culture and traditions
of the country and its people complement the classroom studies. International programs usu-
ally are two or three weeks long, with hostelers spending time at several different study sites.
Depending on the location, the all-inclusive cost of a two-week program is as low as $3,000
(plus travel expenses to the U.S. city from which the trip departs). In 2005, some 2,000 inter-
national programs enrolled more than 22,000 hostelers (Elderhosel, 2006b).

Older adults attend Elderhostel because they want to expand their knowledge. They are
a self-selecting group of highly motivated individuals. Most hostelers are single women. In
general, they are a privileged group. Primarily White Americans and Canadians, almost two-
thirds of the participants report an annual income of $30,000 or more and substantial prior
education. More than 80% of hostelers have attended college.
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Many Elderhostel participants wish to spend time with their grandchildren and share the
wonders and experiences Elderhostel programs provide. In response, intergenerational pro-
grams have been developed. In 2007, over 125 programs are offered across the United
States. Trip options include visits to national parks, camping, participating in outdoor activ-
ities, and expanding cultural experiences. To facilitate the intergenerational experience, pro-
grams are designed for one adult to be paired with one child in attendance. Check it out at
www.elderhostel.org/programs/intergenerational_default.asp.

Elderhostel recently created a new kind of learning-travel adventure to serve the bur-
geoning new generation of independent, active, culturally inquisitive travelers—Road
Scholar. Road Scholar is an exciting travel-study opportunity structured to meet the
interests and capabilities of participants in their 40s, 50s and 60s (Roadscholar, 2006).
While Road Scholar programs share the Elderhostel focus on learning, as well as inclu-
sive packages of educational lectures, field trips, transportation, meals, and accommo-
dations, Road Scholar takes participants off the beaten path to hidden or little-known
places such as private vineyards, rural villages, ancient monasteries, and wilderness
research stations located in the United States and abroad. Groups are small, limited in
size to 23 participants. Programs run from five nights to two weeks, with a price range
of about $700 to $4,000.

Community-Based Organizations
Many community-based agencies and organizations also provide educational programs

for older adults. Several favorable characteristics account for the popularity of community-
based education programs with older students, including their location, the schedule of pro-
gram offerings, and the format of the offerings (Courtenay, 1990). Because the primary
mission of the sponsoring organization is to be responsive to all the residents, these edu-
cational programs generally are dispersed throughout the community. Senior centers, hos-
pitals, community centers, churches, and libraries often provide educational programs
and/or the physical space for such programs. Almost without exception, older adults pre-
fer educational programs offered from late morning to mid-afternoon during the week. The
availability of alternative scheduling makes community-based organizations especially
accommodating of the needs of the older learner. They also have an advantage over colleges
and universities in that they are not under educational accreditation/standards require-
ments, do not need extensive registration procedures, and have nearby parking or free trans-
portation. Although they typically do not have the resources to offer every type of
educational experience, community-based organizations do have the flexibility to provide
a wide range of subject matter.

Libraries have established a variety of on-site education programs specifically for older
adults (Manheimer et al., 1995). Participants take part in learning activities such as mini-
courses, book and film discussions, forums on consumer and health issues, and life
enrichment programs. For example, the Queens Borough Public Library in Queens, New
York (www.queenslibrary.org) offers programs on topics related to disabilities and aging,
including information about community resources for older adults and health and well-
ness programs.
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The Older Adult Service and Information System (OASIS, 2006) is a public–private part-
nership offering programs through a national network of community-based sites. The OASIS
Institute is the headquarters, overseeing educational, cultural, health, and volunteer out-
reach programs at OASIS sites for adults aged 55 and older. Sponsored by the Federated
Department Stores and multiple corporate and non-profit agencies, OASIS centers provide
participants an opportunity to remain independent and active in community affairs. The
program, administered nationally from St. Louis, has centers operating in 26 cities with
more than 350,000 members. Membership is free, and older adults from all socioeconomic,
cultural, and educational backgrounds participate in the programs. Courses in areas such
as visual arts, music, drama, creative writing, contemporary issues, history, science, exer-
cise, and health occur usually once a week for one to 12 weeks.

The Shepherd’s Center is a nationwide nonprofit interfaith community organization
providing services and programs to more than 175,000 older adults in 25 states
(Shepherd’s Centers of America, 2006). One program, Adventures in Learning, provides col-
lege-type classes in an environment in which older adults share their knowledge, talents,
skills, and interests with peers. They are the teachers, students, planners, and participants
in the program. Other educational programs include computer classes, defensive driving
classes, and intergenerational programs. The centers charge a nominal fee for participa-
tion. Classes are held through affiliate locations nationwide and cover a wide range of
topics, including workplace etiquette, leadership, business practices, personal well-being,
health, and travel.

For Your Files: Women Work!

Women Work! educates displaced homemakers—women who have lost their principal
means of self-support through events such as widowhood or divorce—to assist them in
achieving economic self-sufficiency. Local programs based in community organizations
(e.g., community colleges and employment centers) offer vocational testing, employment
training, tuition assistance, and job referral services. The program also produces Network
News, a quarterly newsletter for displaced homemaker advocates; Women Work! a biannual
newsletter for displaced homemakers; and Women Work! Program Directory, a listing of job
training and education programs nationwide. For more information, contact WomenWork!
at the National Network for Women’s Employment, 1625 K Street, Suite 300, Washington,
DC 20006, 202-467-6346; www.womenwork.org.

The Cooperative Extension System also provides community-based education pro-
grams for older adults focusing on family, health, aging, and caregiving issues as well as
leisure and home-based activities. This nationwide educational network established through
legislation is a partnership of the U.S. Department of Agriculture, and over 100 state land
grant universities and colleges (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2006a). For a listing of aging
programs and resources offered through Cooperative Extension in each state, see
www.csrees.usda.gov/nea/family/pdfs/aging_resources.pdf.
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Best Practice: The Close Up Foundation

The Close Up Foundation, in cooperation with AARP and other corporate and civic
organizations, is a nonprofit, nonpartisan civic education organization dedicated to
helping citizens of all ages better understand the important role they play in U.S.
democracy. While most of Close Up’s programs focus on educating and inspiring mid-
dle and high school students to participate in the democratic process, the foundation
offers a Lifelong Learning Series Program for Older Americans over 50. For example,
a program offered in cooperation with Elderhostel offers adults opportunities to wit-
ness legislative proceedings on the House floor, meet with Washington leaders and
decision makers, attend Capitol Hill committee hearings, and tour national landmarks.
Another program, The Smithsonian Institution Close Up: An Intergenerational
Adventure, is a week-long program created for grandparents and grandchildren to
explore the nation’s capital and share the legacy of America’s greatest citizens dis-
played in Smithsonian museums.

Usually 20 participants from across the nation participate as a group in the pro-
gram. Experienced instructors lead the groups, and sessions are informal to promote
the exchange of ideas. During this Washington learning adventure, older adults
explore critical issues with policy analysts, media representatives, members of the
administration, and other Washington experts. They examine topics covering the pres-
idency, domestic issues, international relations, and the media. Included in the program
are tours of historical sites and opportunities for cultural activities, such as an evening
at the theater. A sample offering for a week could include a study visit to Mount
Vernon, home of George Washington; a seminar on the media; a foreign policy sem-
inar; a diplomatic visit to a foreign embassy; attendance at a legislative committee
hearing; and a twilight tour of the Washington monuments.

The Close Up Foundation programs are for citizens from all areas of the nation and
from all walks of life. The program cost provides for a generous package of services
including accommodations and meals. Program funding is derived primarily from reg-
istration fees paid by participants; community, corporate, and philanthropic contri-
butions; and an appropriation from Congress.

For more information, contact Program for Older Americans, Close Up Foundation,
44 Canal Center Plaza, Alexandria, VA 22314, phone 800-256-7387; www.closeup.org.

Although people may think of community-based education as occurring primarily in 
a classroom setting, outdoor programs also present older adults with learning opportunities.
For example, Camp Cheerio, nestled in the Blue Ridge Mountains of North Carolina, offers
adults aged 50 and older the opportunity to enjoy camping experiences similar to those tra-
ditionally offered to youth and teens. During the five-day camp sessions, participants stay
in cabins, and have the option to participate in activities such as fishing, guided morning
walks, arts and crafts, ping-pong, archery, riflery, skeet shooting, table/card games, bingo,
and tennis. During these programs, older adults learn the importance of good physical and
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mental health and develop new skills such as camping, canoeing, and working in a group
situation. Visit the Camp Cheerio website at www.campcheerio.org/sac/index.php.

At-Home Educational Experiences
With the advance of technology, both well and frail older adults can take part in new edu-

cational ventures from the convenience of their own homes. These programs reduce struc-
tural barriers (e.g., inconvenient timing and hard-to-reach locations) that often discourage
older adults from attending university or community-based courses and programs.

For many years, special programs from public and state libraries have provided educa-
tional services to older adults via bookmobiles, cable television, and books by mail
(Manheimer et al., 1995). In addition, librarians and volunteers provide reading programs
and materials to persons who are homebound and residents of nursing homes and other
institutional settings.

SeniorNet, a nonprofit membership organization based in San Francisco that began in
1986, offers computer training and networking capabilities to adults 50 years of age and
older. Community organizations (e.g., banks, senior health organizations, financial service
companies, and private foundations) sponsor local SeniorNets by furnishing computer
equipment, scanners, and digital cameras, and contributing to the cost of establishing and
maintaining the sites. Using a “seniors teaching seniors” model, over 5000 seniors serve as
mentors, instructors, and learning center administrators to teach members how to use com-
puters at the sites. In 2006, more than 200 corporate learning centers and affiliates were
located throughout the United States and Canada, housed in a variety of settings, including
senior centers, community centers, public libraries, schools and colleges, and clinics and
hospitals. A typical center contains six to 10 computers. In addition to providing basic and
advance computer instruction, most centers offer open lab time where students can use
computers to practice their skills or to work on individual projects. In addition to computer
technology-related activities and support, SeniorNet offers semester-length online classes
on literature appreciation, Latin, and Greek. A nationwide online “electronic community”
also fosters long-distance information sharing among the program’s 25,000 members
through a variety of online discussion boards called SeniorNet Round Tables. Members, par-
ticularly those not living near a site, have the opportunity to interact with one another, par-
ticipate in network forums, and seek and give information through databases and
special-interest groups. Members also receive newsletters and discounts on computer-
related and other products and services. SeniorNet holds regional and national conferences
and participates in research on older adults and technology. The cost of individual mem-
bership in the SeniorNet organization is $40 (SeniorNet, 2006).

Some older adults find self-directed learning opportunities such as correspondence study
and telecourses appealing. These courses, offered through the continuing education divi-
sion of many colleges and universities, were among the early innovations in long-distance
learning. Today, older adults have the option of enrolling in a rapidly growing number of
internet courses. Although these distance education programs are not marketed specifically
for older adults, their independent structure may be attractive to some older adults
(Brubaker & Roberto, 1993). In particular, older individuals who are self-disciplined and
internally motivated to learn, who live in rural or more remote areas, and/or who have 
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limited mobility or transportation can participate in courses of personal interest without
leaving their homes.

The goal of Seniors Surf the Net, is to provide older adults living in central Pennsylvania
access to reliable information about local services, medical care, and community events
from a single web portal. Multiple local human service agencies joined with the Dauphin
County Area on Aging and Comcast Cable to create the website. To help seniors become
more comfortable and proficient in accessing internet sites, hands-on training sessions are
provided throughout the year by a Comcast representative, at a local computer lab. In 2006,
over 40 older adults received instruction on how to surf the net. More information can be
obtained at www.dauphininfo.com.

For Your Files: Computer Learning Through SeniorNet

SeniorNet provides adults aged 50 and older with information and instruction on computer
technologies so they can use their new skills for their own benefit and to benefit society.
More than 80,000 older adults have been introduced to computers at SeniorNet learning
centers. All centers share common goals and objectives, but each has its own activities. Here
are some examples:

• The center in Bakersfield, California has joined with the Senior Aid Program at
the Mexican-American Opportunity Foundation to prepare Spanish speakers to
go back into the workforce.

• In Honolulu, a group of members produced a 10-minute video about Hawaii,
the college (Honolulu Community College), and SeniorNet, using both video
and computer technology.

• The Chicago Department of Aging established a learning center on the South
Side to serve its predominantly African American population. It is open seven
days a week and has about 20 seniors stopping by daily.

• The instructors of the Peoria, Illinois center helped set up computers in nursing
homes and retirement homes and now go online with the residents.

Visit the SeniorNet Web site at www.seniornet.org.

CHALLENGES FOR EDUCATIONAL PROGRAMS

As we previously noted, future cohorts of older adults will have higher levels of formal edu-
cation, so participation by older adults in formal and informal learning situations is likely
to continue to increase. The demand for increased opportunities for lifelong learning will
no doubt challenge people to rethink the role of education as well as where and how such
educational experiences are delivered. We end this chapter by addressing several current
and future challenges facing education programs for older adults.
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Increasing Participation of Older Adults
The growth in the number of older learners is not necessarily reflected in increasing

enrollments within most traditional postsecondary institutions. The main focus of higher
education has always been on collegiate and postcollegiate students. The pedagogical norm
at most colleges and universities does not suit the unique needs of older adults (Manheimer,
2002; Yankelovich, 2005). Most older adults are not attracted to lengthy course commit-
ments or to lecture halls in which traditional college-age students listen passively. Thus, to
attract more older adults, institutions of higher education may need to rethink their curricula,
course content, and didactic delivery style (Novak, 2001).

For older adults who do choose to enroll in educational programs and courses at college
and universities, the cost of attending usually is not a primary concern. The problems con-
cern access. Older adults are far more dependent on a skillfully and sensitively planned
environment than are younger students, who can overcome barriers (Regnier, 1988).
Inconvenient parking facilities, lack of concern for physical safety of those walking to and
from the classroom (e.g., poor lighting), and lack of physical comfort (e.g., uncomfortable
chairs, lack of climate control, and unpleasant and unattractive classrooms) discourage
them from enrolling in classes (Moore & Piland, 1994). Moore and Piland suggest that col-
leges conduct a “physical environment audit” (1994, p. 316), with active involvement from
older adults, to illustrate appropriate areas of the campus for older adult learner activities
and to suggest realistic alterations in others that could house senior educational services.
In addition, colleges and universities may need to make several significant administrative
changes to meet the needs of older students. For example, they must consider the
schedule/time of course offerings, the support services available to the older students, and
the relevance of the learning to real-world issues facing older adults (Bass, 1992).

In addition to physical barriers, older adults face psychological and social barriers when
contemplating entering the higher education arena (Dickerson, Myers, Seelbach, & Johnson-
Dietz, 1990). A pervasive obstacle to participation in lifelong education by today’s older adults
is that they have a lower level of educational experiences than younger adults. Older adults
often hold negative self-images about their ability to learn that make them apprehensive about
mixing with younger students. Although society expects adults to fulfill many roles in their
later years (e.g., retiree and grandparent), the role of student is not commonly encouraged.

Institutions of higher education sponsoring senior educational courses and programs
must address the inclusion of participants from all races, cultures, and socioeconomic
groups. Today, the majority of the older learners attending traditional classroom courses or
participating in nontraditional programs (i.e., LLI programs and Elderhostel) are those with
the highest levels of education, income, and employment. Although LLI programs and
Elderhostel provide “scholarships” or “hostelships” to encourage attendance by individu-
als from all economic strata, their attempts to recruit a more diverse group of older individ-
uals have not been very successful.

Expanding the Content of Education Programs
In addition to efforts to make formal educational opportunities more accessible to older

adults, attention must be directed toward the content of educational experiences. According
to Fischer (1992), colleges and universities have at least four major responsibilities to older
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adult learners. First, they need to help them understand the values, culture, and technology
of today. Second, higher education must act as a catalyst for mobilizing young-old adults
for productive roles in society for the 20 to 30 years of life after retirement. Third, colleges
and universities have a responsibility to foster diversity in intellectual, cultural, and social
life by educating students of all ages about aging and ageism. Finally, higher education has
the responsibility of enhancing the effective use of society’s limited resources by reducing
older adults’ needs for health and social services.

Ensuring the Quality of Educational Programs
Quality control is an issue of concern for all educational programs. Community-based

educational offerings for older people have diverse sponsors, program types, audiences, and
content. There is no central system of support for monitoring of these activities, so their pat-
terns depend on the preferences of administrators and the needs of local communities. This
often makes them responsive to the wishes of the older learner but does not facilitate devel-
opment of easily described categories of programs, nor does it provide much assistance in
predicting a program’s success with other sites and sponsors (Peterson, 1990).

Financing Education Programs
A concern for institutions of higher education is the method of financing educational

activities for older people. Federal and foundation funds are not nearly sufficient for the
number of programs currently operating or planned. Peterson (1990) suggests that long-
range funding must come from the states or from the sponsoring institutions themselves.
Public institutions will need state support in revising program priorities to meet the needs
of the aging population. Typically, state support is primarily for credit students, with non-
credit enrollees paying most of their program costs. Because older people generally are not
willing to pay high tuition for noncredit courses, colleges and universities must either find
new support mechanisms or pursue new definitions of credit courses.

Yet another concern is the limited funding that directly supports the availability of 
educational opportunities. With decreases in federal dollars for educational programs, 
community-based programs will need to further develop private sponsorships. Although
many foundations have given local awards, only a few have devoted large amounts of
money to this area and have continued support of educational programs through several
years (Peterson, 1990).

Addressing the Future of Senior Education Programs
The role and purpose of education for future cohorts of older adults will no doubt be as

varied as the older population itself. Educational opportunities for older adults will need to
address their different needs. According to McClusky (1974), older adults have five needs
that educational programs can address. Education programs can help older adults address
coping needs—those that help individuals deal with the social, psychological, and physio-
logical changes brought about by aging. Courses on health, physical exercise, adjustment
to retirement, and learning how to live with losses are examples of education that addresses
coping needs. Expressive needs are activities in which older adults derive satisfaction, 
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pleasure, or meaning. Given that much of learning during the life course is related to skill
acquisition, there may be a greater demand for these types of educational opportunities by
future cohorts of older adults. Contribution needs of feeling wanted and needed, and fulfill-
ing a useful role, can be addressed through educational opportunities that allow older adults
to act as mentors or peer counselors. Educational programs that empower older adults so
they can have influence and control over their quality of life deal with influence needs.
Courses that address these needs teach older adults about their legal rights or how they can
assume leadership roles within their communities. Finally, individuals’ needs to feel better
off in later life compared with an earlier time in life are transcendence needs. Any educa-
tional experience that allows older adults to advance artistically, occupationally, education-
ally, or physically has the potential of addressing transcendence needs (Crandall, 1991).

In summary, future educational opportunities will need to be available at every stage of
the life course and will need to offer content that fulfills the varied social and emotional
needs of older adults. Several of the top 50 resolutions made by delegates to the 2005 White
House Conference on Aging make reference to the importance of lifelong education. For
example, delegates voted to: 

• educate Americans on end of life issues; 
• prevent disease and promote healthier lifestyles through educating providers and

consumers on consumer healthcare; and 
• improve health decision making through promotion of health education, health

literacy, and cultural competency.
• Strategies for implementing these resolutions included:
• the development of innovative and educational models on prevention and health

throughout the life span using e-learning; and
• web technologies and educational programs that are culturally and linguistically

appropriate and relevant for health decision making.

CASE STUDY

CCaann  FFuurrtthheerr  EEdduuccaattiioonn  HHeellpp  aa  DDoowwnnssiizzeedd  WWoorrkkeerr??

Martin, 45, entered the workforce shortly after graduation from high school. His first job
was with a state highway department, in which he worked as a construction supervisor
for seven years. He was caught up in a reorganization and was laid off from that job. For
the past 21 years, he has been employed with a major private sector highway construc-
tion firm for which he has performed many duties, including work as a materials tester,
safety officer, office manager, and highway construction supervisor. Martin and his wife,
Nancy, who is an administrative assistant with the U.S. Forest Service, have been earn-
ing excellent wages and benefits for more than 20 years. They have two children: a
daughter in her second year of college and a son employed in a successful position with
a major insurance company.

Two months ago, Martin was officially informed by his company that his job would
be eliminated by the new owners. Once again, Martin found himself in a downsizing 

THE CONTINUUM OF SERVICES110

06-Wacker-45464.qxd  10/16/2007  11:18 AM  Page 110



situation in which the higher-salaried positions were being eliminated to cut the oper-
ating expenses of the company. As a dislocated worker, Martin thought that this time
around he would have considerably more difficulty finding a job, especially without the
benefit of more education.

Martin had always wanted to pursue educational opportunities beyond high school,
so he and Nancy had stressed the benefits of higher education with their children.
Fortunately, Martin and Nancy have been careful with their finances. Even with a daugh-
ter in college, they were not panicked about Martin losing his job. Their finances were
such that Martin was thinking that this might be a good time for him to reevaluate his
educational opportunities.

CCaassee  SSttuuddyy  QQuueessttiioonnss

1. This chapter discusses three philosophical perspectives about lifelong learning.
Which of those perspectives most closely pertains to Martin’s situation? Why?

2. What statistics and studies described in the chapter could you cite to Martin that
would reassure him that a decision to return to a higher education learning
environment need not be threatening because of his age?

3. What differences in attitudes might Martin encounter as a middle-aged learner
in the 1950s and the 1990s?

4. If you were counseling Martin on his options, which options described in the
chapter might best meet Martin’s educational goals? Which generic educational
programs and services might not meet Martin’s needs at this time in his life?

5. If Martin decides to enroll at a local college, what problems, barriers, and
frustrations might he have to overcome as an older learner? Cite chapter
discussion to support your answer.

Learning Activities

1. Investigate what educational opportunities are available to older adults in your community,
at your college, or at other institutions. Find out about the older adults who are involved in
these classes.

2. Interview an older participant in Elderhostel or other educational programs about the
experience. What did the participant gain from it, what did he or she like and dislike, and
why is he or she involved?

3. Sit in on a class that is geared toward older adults. How is it similar to or different from
classes you attend? Interview students or the teacher of the course. What type of
experiences have they had? What do they like, and what would they change? Is this
something they do or plan to do on a continuing basis?

4. Interview someone involved in arranging Elderhostel or other types of educational
opportunities for older adults. How did he or she decide what to offer? To whom are the
classes marketed? How successful has the program been?
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5. Check local newspapers, television ads, and magazines to see how education opportunities
are marketed to older adults. Check the web to see what information is provided on
Elderhostel and other education programs.

6. Interview people in their 40s and 50s, and those 60 and older. What types of educational
opportunities interest them, if any? What are their reasons for being interested in taking
these classes?

For More Information

NNaattiioonnaall  RReessoouurrcceess
1. American Library Association (ALA), Adult Services Division, 50 Huron Street, Chicago, IL 60611;

phone: 800-545-2433; www.ala.org.
The ALA’s activities are focused in many areas, including developing innovative programs that
support libraries in acquiring new information technology and training people in its use and
supporting libraries as centers for culture, literacy, and lifetime learning.

2. Elderhostel, 11 de Lafayette, Boston, MA 02110; phone: 800-454-5768; www.elderhostel.org.
Elderhostel is a nonprofit educational organization that offers academic programs hosted by
educational institutions in the United States and around the world. Individuals 55 years of age
and older are eligible, and a spouse or an adult companion may attend with an age-eligible par-
ticipant. Students live on college and university campuses and in marine biology field stations
and environmental study centers and enjoy the cultural and recreational resources that host
institutions and communities have to offer. We can hardly wait!

3. Gerontology and Geriatrics Education. The Haworth Press Inc., 10 Alice St. Binghamton, NY 13904;
phone: 800-429-6784; www.haworthpress.com/store/product.asp?sku=J021.

Articles published in this journal focus on the exchange of information related to research, cur-
riculum development, course and program evaluation, classroom and practice innovation, and
other topics with educational implications for gerontology and geriatrics. It is designed to
appeal to a broad range of students, teachers, practitioners, administrators, and policy makers.

WWeebb  RReessoouurrcceess
1. National Institute for Literacy: http://novel.nifl.gov.

The home page of the National Institute for Literacy offers information about literacy forms and
listservs (email discussion groups), regional and state literacy resources, and links to other inter-
net resources.

2. SeniorNet, 1 Kearny Street, Third Floor, San Francisco, CA 94108; phone: 415-352-1210;
www.seniornet.org/php/default.php.

Don’t forget to drop by the SeniorNet site. Find out more about the program, the members, and
the activities at various sites.

3. Lifelong Learning Survey: http://research.aarp.org/research/reference/publicopinions/aresearch-
import-490.html.

This website contains an AARP study entitled “AARP Survey on Lifelong Learning.” The results
from this study showed that younger retirees, age 50 and older, prefer a more “hands-on”
approach and are more interested in learning about personal development, health care, and
finances than older retirees. Of the 1,019 retirees surveyed, 90% prefer learning by watching,
listening, and then thinking.
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4. Generations on Line: www.generationsonline.com.
This organization provides both a service for access and a product for learning aimed at older
adults who cannot afford or choose not to enroll in computer training or internet training. The
specially programmed self-training software introduces older adults to the internet and pro-
vides four basic functions: electronic mail, discussion, research, and a gateway to popular sites.
The software is provided at a minimal cost to senior centers, libraries, retirement homes, and
other locations where older adults might congregate.

NOTE

1. Unless otherwise noted, the background information about Elderhostel comes from Mills
(1993). Current statistical data about the program came from Elderhostel’s website 
(www. elderhostel.org) and national office.
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