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ABSTRACT 
 

Age Matters:  
        The Cognitive Strategies and Benefits of Learning  

Among College-Degreed Older Adults  
by  

Bruce Campbell 
 

This study explored learning among college-degreed adults who were 60 to 98 years of age. Its 

purpose was three-fold. It sought to describe what participants learned, the cognitive strategies 

they used, and the perceived benefits they gained from learning. Study participants included 35 

adults with a minimum of a Bachelor’s degree. Twenty were men and fifteen were women. All 

claimed to be active learners at the outset of the study. Descriptive research methodology was 

used for data collection. It consisted of interviews using both phenomenological and semi-

structured questions and a focus group that elaborated upon interview results. Data indicated 

that: 1) older, educated adults who are actively engaged in learning pursue a wide range of 

interests through multiple methods; 2) adult cognitive development continues indefinitely among 

those active learners; 3) learning is the purpose of living for some older adults; 4) college-

degreed, older adults who are actively engaged in learning use age-specific learning strategies; 5) 

gender influences late-life learning; and 6) the benefits of late-life learning appear to antidote 

aging. This study has numerous implications. These include the need for additional research that 

analyzes the impact of education early in life on mental acuity in later life; the benefits of 

learning throughout the lifespan; potential gender differences among aging learners; and the 

reconceptualization of educated, older adults and their abilities. There are also implications for 

designing educational programs that accommodate the interests and skills of an aging population.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 

 
In age, the passions cool and leave one at rest, and then 
forthwith the mind takes a contemplative tone; the intellect is 
free and attains the upper hand. 

Arthur Schopenhauer 

 

American society is confronting the phenomenon of lengthening life spans and resultant 

questions about quality of life during late adulthood. In 2002, those 65 years of age or older 

totaled nearly 36 million or one in every eight of the U. S. population (U.S. Department of 

Health and Human Services, 2003). By 2030, the number of older adults is expected to double to 

approximately 72 million. By then, one out of every five American will be 65 or older (U.S. 

Department of Health and Human Services, 2003).  

The image of frail, doddering old men or women is being replaced by scores of healthy, 

dynamic, and vibrant older adults. Such elders are defying traditional expectations for the later 

years of life. So too is the new science of aging, or what some refer to as “a new agglomeration 

of entities . . . a sort of aging research-industrial complex” (Warshofsky, 1999). This 

multidisciplinary “complex” consists of research from neuroscience, psychology, education, 

medicine, gerontology and other fields.  

The new science of aging is revealing many surprises that alter notions of what it means 

to grow old. For example George Maddox, a professor emeritus at the Duke Aging Center stated, 

“Aging is not a medical condition that needs to be cured. Most people associate aging with 

automatic mental and physical decline, but age is not usually the cause of disability. Disease is 

the cause of disability and older people don’t have to live with it” (Levine, 1997-1998). An 

increasing number of older Americans are attempting to control disease and thus prevent or at 

 



2
 

least minimize its further development. In fact, as of 2002, 97% of Americans aged 65 and up 

reported that they were able to access health care when needed (U.S. Department of Health and 

Human Services, 2003).  

For many people, the loss of mental ability and memory is one of their greatest fears 

about growing old. Yet, studies are showing that mental decline is not necessarily a given for 

many people. The Seattle Longitudinal Study, conducted by K. Warner Schaie, a developmental 

psychologist, involved 5,000-plus people and tracked the intellectual abilities of aging people. 

He found that intellectual decline varied widely. Schaie (1995) learned that elders who 

maintained their intellectual acumen, among other factors, had above-average levels of 

education. He also found that intentional intellectual stimulation could reverse mental decline. It 

appears that learning may serve as a deterrent to intellectual decline.  

Researchers from the many disciplines comprising the new science of aging assert that 

one fundamental element in fulfilling late adulthood is learning (Cohen, 2000; Diamond, 1988; 

Lamdin & Fugate, 1997; Manheimer, 2002). It appears that learning throughout the lifespan 

yields numerous benefits. “Research has shown that older people who continue to be active 

learners enjoy healthier lifestyles and maintain independence much longer than those who stop 

learning” (DfEE, 1999). Questions about aging and learning are pertinent not only for those who 

have already reached the age of sixty but those in the generation that will follow.  

It is the cohort known as the baby boomers, those born roughly between 1946 and 1964, 

who will “truly challenge cultural and educational institutions” (Manheimer, 2002; Wolf, 1994). 

As nearly one-fourth of the entire U.S. population (Department of Health and Human Services, 

2003), the boomers are a highly influential, or as some would say transformative, group 

(Manheimer, 2002). Leonardo Estrada, a former advisor for the U.S. Bureau of the Census, 
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claimed that, “The boomers have been a transformative generation since they began, just by their 

sheer numbers… And as they move into older-adult ages, we’re going to see them transform the 

culture of aging” (Kleyman, 2004a).  

Estrada suggests that, as a cohort, the boomers could reconceptualize later adulthood. 

Such a refashioning of aging and retirement will likely include how older adults use their time, 

whether they will retire at all, and the role of learning in their lives. One thing is clear: that the 

boomers value education, perhaps because they have had the opportunity to become educated. 

Indeed, they are the most highly educated of any generation (Parkel, 2003). In fact, 27 percent 

have college degrees compared to 12 percent of previous generations (AARP, 1999, 2000; 

Harris, 2000: Parkel, 2003; U.S. Census Bureau, 2000). This means that there could be 9 to 19 

million college-educated Americans reaching 65 years of age during the next three decades (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2000; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2003). What 

expectations will such individuals have for learning and how will they perceive the effects of 

learning throughout the rest of their lives? With their prior success at learning evident in formal 

college degrees, how do older adults go about learning later in life? What strategies do they use?  

Research shows that prior education increases the demands for learning later in life 

(Lamdin & Fugate, 1997; Snyder, Hoffman, & Geddes, 1997). The amount of formal schooling 

has more influence than any other variable on participation in educational activities. The more 

education people have, the more interested they are in further education, the more they know 

about available opportunities, and the more they participate. “In short, learning is addictive; the 

more education people have, the more they want, and the more they will get” (Mehrotra, 2003). 

This suggests that boomers, millions of them, will demand ongoing education and learning 
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experiences. What cognitive strategies do older learners utilize? What benefits do they gain from 

learning in their sixties, seventies, and eighties? 

For older adults, a narrow emphasis on learning simply to improve work skills and 

economic productivity is too constricting (Kerka, 1999). “Third agers,” the term used by Laslett 

(1989) to describe individuals who have moved through childhood, adult maturity, and into their 

“third age of life,” seek more from learning than improving their family and career goals. 

Instead, they are interested in self-fulfillment. Adair and Mowsesian (1993) state it succinctly: 

“Learning is seldom an end in itself; it is a vehicle through which a person can meet a variety of 

personal and developmental goals.” Similarly, Maslow (1968) claimed that people were 

intrinsically motivated to learn, while Csziksentmihalyi (1992) said that people could experience 

“flow,” a state of engagement and pleasure during learning that inherently compels them to 

continue. 

Jarvis (2001) likewise has explored learning in old age. He points out that a paradox 

exists for older adults in contemporary society. On one hand, we are aware that we can opt out of 

society, slow down, and redirect our lives. On the other, we elect to learn and develop as we age. 

“It is recognized here that more than ever before in the history of humankind we have the 

opportunity to create our own biography through the choices that we make and we recognize that 

learning is the force through which our biographies develop and expand. Learning, then, is what 

makes us who we are” (Jarvis, 2001). Jarvis asserts that learning is fundamental to our growth, 

development, and identity as we age. We can choose to be vibrant and vital during late adulthood 

or we can opt for limitation, complacency, and withdrawal.   

 Rather than choosing withdrawal, it appears likely that many in the baby boom 

generation, especially the 27 percent with college degrees, will redefine retirement and demand 
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opportunities for continued intellectual development. As stated, learning is “addictive,” it feels 

good, and it enables people to meet their personal, developmental, and identity needs. 

Importantly, it also appears to have a range of positive impacts. 

Large-scale studies demonstrate benefits that ensue from continued learning. For 

example, one such study titled Elderlearning: New Frontiers in an Aging Society conducted by 

Lamdin and Fugate (1997) shows that the present cohort of older adult learners is healthier, 

better educated, and more financially secure than any previous generation. They are more 

engaged in learning than any previous cohort. Learning enhances the quality of their lives and 

keeps them active in their communities. The study also suggests that growth and development do 

not stop at any pre-determined age and that cognitive capacity can flourish throughout the 

lifespan. Similar results were shown in The AARP Survey on Lifelong Learning (2000), a survey 

of over a thousand people age 50 and older that explores how and why people over 50 learn 

about new things. It explores learning methods, motivations, interests, and the contexts in which 

learning takes place. Additionally, the MacArthur Study of Successful Aging (1998) found that 

education is a key to sustaining intellectual acuity: “The more you have, the more you do; the 

more you do, the more you preserve your mental abilities” (Rowe & Kahn, 1998). “Of course, 

current economic policies and unintended changes may limit the options of the baby-boomer 

generations” (Kahn, 2005). 

In a different vein, psychologist George Vaillant’s landmark, longitudinal Harvard Study 

of Adult Development, described in his book Aging Well (2002), concludes that education leads 

older adults to enhanced emotional wellbeing. He found that “gusto for education in late life is 

highly correlated with psychological health” (p.342). Similarly, Walker (1998) found that 

learning enhances the ability to cope with personal challenge. Older adults appear to be 
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emotionally strengthened by learning throughout their lifespan. In his breakthrough generational 

biography Great Expectations: American and the Baby Boom Generation (1980), Landon Jones 

said of the young adult boomers, “[They] wanted everything: to be the best educated, to reform 

society, to integrate motherhood and career, to integrate a husband’s job with his wife’s job, and 

to have healthy, fulfilled lives on top of it all. Even when they saw the naiveté of their 

aspirations, they could not turn them off” (as cited in Snodgrass, 2005). Why should we expect 

anything less of older boomers? 

This exploratory study examined the learning of older, college-degreed adults.  How did 

highly educated seniors go about learning, and why? What cognitive strategies did they use?  

What did they learn and for what benefit?  This study was based on the premise that by 

describing the lived experience of older adults actively engaged in learning, by considering how 

they learned and why, and by investigating the benefits they believed their learning conferred, it 

would be possible to gain insight into the inherent strengths and potential of older adulthood, a 

significant and increasing percentage of human society. 

 
Significance of the Study 

 

As indicated in the previous section, several studies suggest significant benefits from 

late-life learning. The Elderlearning study (Lamdin & Fugate, 1997) included a large number of 

college-educated adults who were 55 or older. The AARP study also included a number of 

college-educated subjects. Neither study, however, addressed my interests: the cognitive 

strategies older college-degreed adults use while learning and the benefits they perceive from 

learning throughout later adulthood. The topics of cognitive strategies and resultant benefits are 

fertile ground for exploration, not only because of the current deficit of research, but also 
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because of the deluge of aging, college-degreed, baby boomers who want to know about the 

potential for lifespan intellectual development and how to age well. As noted, millions of 

American seniors are already at or nearing 65 years of age. There are currently 76 million 

boomers between the ages of 40—58 in the United States alone. By 2030, 19 million college-

educated adults will be in their mid-60s. Many could benefit from understanding the role of 

learning throughout the lifespan and its impact. Experiences from our current college-educated 

senior citizens can inform the baby boom generation and those that follow. 

After extensive database searches using PsychINFO, Dissertation Abstracts International, 

Digital Dissertations, ERIC Documents, ProQuest, and OhioLINK, it was clear that minimal 

research exists on late life learning particularly among the college-educated. Much of the 

literature written about elder Americans is limited to the financial or medical aspects of aging. 

For this study, I was able to locate a total of only 346 sources that addressed late-life learning. 

After reviewing these resources, I realized that not a single study existed in my specific area of 

interest, cognitive strategies used by college-degreed older adults and the self-reported impact 

learning has on their lives. The resources that I did find addressing some aspect of elder learning 

included:  

214 peer-reviewed articles,  

58 doctoral dissertations,  

31 chapters from edited books,  

11 reports, and  

32 books.  

The research articles were from a variety of disciplines such as gerontology, neurobiology, 

psychology, education, and health. They were featured in journals such as “Educational 
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Gerontology,” “The Journal of Developmental Psychology,” “The American Journal of 

Psychiatry,” “The International Journal of Lifelong Education,” “Psychology and Aging,” 

“Education and Aging” and many more.  

In addition to peer-reviewed articles, I examined numerous other studies, books, research 

reviews, and reports released by organizations such as the American Association for Retired 

People (AARP), Elderhostel, the National Council for the Aging, the American Society on 

Aging, the U.S. Census Bureau, the Bureau of Statistics, and the U.S. Department of Education. 

Researchers, journalists, and scholars from several fields, gerontology, neuroscience, 

psychology, education, and adult development have found multiple benefits of learning. Staying 

intellectually engaged appears to antidote some of the negative effects of aging.  

 

Statement of the Problem 
 

In the previous section, three areas were identified as “fertile ground for exploration.” 

This dissertation explored these areas: the types of learning activities pursued by college-degreed 

late life learners, the cognitive strategies they utilize, and the perceived benefits they accrue. 

Three broad questions emerge from those areas and become the focus of this study:  

1. What types of learning do college-degreed older adults pursue in their sixties and 

beyond? 

2. What cognitive strategies do they utilize in their learning experiences?  

3. What results do they perceive to gain from their educational pursuits? 

These questions are explored in the context of six underlying conceptions about why college-

degreed late life learners make the choices they do.  

 



9
 

Based on a multidisciplinary review of the existing literature, presented in detail in the 

following chapter, six prominent factors emerge as influential in the learning-seeking behavior of 

college-degreed, late-life learners. These include environmental and motivational factors, as well 

as learning preferences, cognitive strengths, and numerous beneficial impacts. The six factors 

provide considerable support for the study but nowhere are they tied together in a way that 

clarifies the learning experiences of older adults. This study shows the interactive nature of all 

six factors and how together they influence learning. The six factors and their supporting 

research are briefly introduced below. 

 

1. Environmental factors:  

It appears likely that college-degreed late-life learners immerse themselves in enriched 

environments. This factor emerges from research conducted by neuroscientists such as Diamond 

(1988, 1998, 2001, 2004), Pushkar, (1999), Wolf, (1994) and others. They describe an array of 

neurological benefits for young and old alike who experience enriched environments. Such 

environments are characterized as including interaction with others, engaging in challenging 

problem-solving, and maintaining physical fitness. It should be noted that college educated men 

and women are likely to earn more than those less educated, and that fact determines where they 

live and the resources and opportunities available to them. Nonetheless, the study shows that 

late-life learners immerse themselves in stimulating environments that promote multi-faceted 

well being.  

 

2. Intentional pursuit of learning:  
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A second factor that emerges from the research is that college-degreed, late-life learners 

continually and intentionally seek learning opportunities. Gerontological studies show that older 

adults value learning for its own sake (Danner et al., 2001; Purdie & Boulton-Lewis, 2003). 

Seniors in increasing numbers, particularly college-educated individuals, desire to continue 

learning and this study explored what leads them to do so. 

 

3. Active, experiential learning preferences:  

A third factor is that college-degreed late-life learners are likely to pursue active, 

experiential forms of learning. Previous studies reveal that seniors favor learning about the arts, 

travel, and the social sciences (Lamdin & Fugate, 1997), that they desire active social 

engagement (Vaillant, 2002), opportunities to create, and to experience a sense of play, 

gratification, and enjoyment (Schneider, 2000;Vaillant, 2002). Many will actively learn by self-

directed means since they have developed learning skills throughout their lifespan (Lamdin & 

Fugate, 1997). Further, it is likely that college-degreed older adults will use technology to pursue 

their learning interests (Schneider, 2003; Swindell & Thompson, 1995), and that they will take 

advantage of experientially structured classes offered by organizations such as Elderhostel  and 

“third age” universities, those which cater to senior citizens (Lamdin & Fugate, 1997, Laslett, 

1991).        

 

4. Use of effective cognitive strategies:  

Jarvis (2001), an educational researcher, found that learning among senior citizens differs 

from that of younger individuals. He suggests that seniors may approach learning in unique ways 

and that they have highly developed reflective and observational skills. A number of studies 
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from gerontology indicate that while fluid or short-term memory may decline with age, 

“crystallized” forms of intelligence that include making sense of information and using 

integrative, higher level cognitive strategies may actually be enhanced (Hill & Vandervoort, 

1992; Horn & Cattell, 1967; Knox, 1977; Sinnott, 1994). These studies lead to the fourth factor, 

namely that college-degreed older adults use learning strategies that tap “crystallized” 

intelligence. Still other researchers from developmental psychology and neuroscience suggest 

that seniors use unique web-like rather than ladder-like thinking skills when problem solving 

(Fischer, Zheng, & Stewart, 2002), that there may be gender-related skills that emerge during 

later life (Diamond, 2004, personal communication), that there may be strong reflective and 

observation skills (Ginsberg, 2002), and that seniors can exhibit highly polished and creative 

thinking and performances (Simonton, 1989,1991,2000; Vaillant, 2002). It is interesting to note 

that none of these studies addressed the cognitive strategies used by college-degreed late life 

learners, a gap that this study addresses.  

 

5. Self-fulfillment and altruism:  

Studies on late-life adults reveal that they find continued learning personally gratifying 

and inherently motivating (AARP, 2000; Lamdin & Fugate, 1997; Schnieder, 2003). In addition, 

older adults find meaning, relevance, wisdom, and achievement through learning (Lamdin & 

Fugate, 1997). Many late-life learners use their learning to contribute to the welfare of others 

locally and globally or to mentor younger generations (Lamdin & Fugate, 1997; Laslett, 1991; 

Vaillant, 2002).  

   

6. Beneficial results of learning:  
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Some researchers state that genetic factors account for approximately 30% of the physical 

aspects of aging (Rowe & Kahn, 1987,1999). Others assert that aging is plastic or modifiable 

(Schneider, 2003; Werner, 1997). New views of aging claim that people can realize a vigorous, 

healthy and productive period at the end the lifespan (Diamond, 1988; Lamdin & Fugate, 1997; 

Lemme, 2002; Schneider, 2000; Vaillant, 2002). This study shows that college-degreed late-life 

learners report a range of beneficial results from their continued learning. These include the 

maintenance of physical health, intellectual acuity, and emotional and social wellbeing.  The 

study also shows that the perceived physical and psychological benefits are an important factor 

in why people choose certain types of learning activities. 

The broad questions and the six basic factors that form the conceptual framework of this 

study have emerged from the literature review that follows. In that review, I explore the 

demographics of the aging American population, neurological and physiological aspects of 

learning, developmental perspectives on lifespan learning, and the phenomenon of learning 

among older adults. I also describe the perceived benefits and cognitive strategies where noted in 

the research from these disciplines.  

In chapter three, I describe the research methodology of this dissertation that explores 

those strategies and benefits. The study consists of in-depth interviews of 35 participants 

followed by a focus group of selected participants from the individual interviews. The results are 

described in chapter four, and the conclusions drawn from the data analysis, appear in chapter 

five, bringing me full circle to where this study began. As an individual in my seventh decade of 

life, I sought to glimpse the potential roles, strategies, and results of continued learning 

throughout my own life and in the lives of other college-degreed older adults. I hope this work 
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also serves to inform the millions of other baby-boomers who will join me on this journey as we 

forge new norms of aging and learning in the next decade. 

This study focuses primarily on older adults in the immediate geographic region of the 

researcher, the Pacific Northwest. Participants in the study were drawn from a relatively 

homogeneous group of seniors, approximately half female and half male, from various 

professional disciplines. The hypothesis of the study is that, regardless of age, gender, race, or 

profession, older adults will choose a variety of learning experiences; use a broad range of 

cognitive strategies, some unique to their age group; and accrue certain benefits, physical, 

mental, social, and emotional, from their learning. Because of the narrow focus of the study 

geographically and ethnically, it is hoped that future research will focus on other regions and a 

broader range of ethnicities. This is not a limitation of the study but a boundary necessary to 

establish an initial test of the hypothesis. 

Similarly, although the study focuses upon the cognitive strategies of college-educated 

older adults, there are other more existential domains such as the spiritual that are not directly 

addressed here, what Soren Kierkagaard refers to as the “whole of learning.” Again, this is not a 

limitation of the study but another boundary. Hopefully, future research will consider the 

important role that spirituality plays in the wellbeing of older adults.   
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW   
 

Introduction 

 
From the moment of birth, humans begin a journey that ultimately leads to death. For 

most of history, that journey has been relatively swift, measured in a few short decades. Now, at 

the beginning of the twenty-first century, the path to old age and demise is slowing dramatically.  

People are living longer than ever before. In fact, as of 2002, there were 52,000 Americans who 

were 100 years old or more (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2003). Those over 

85 currently comprise the fastest growing segment of our nation’s population (U.S. Department 

of Health and Human Services, 2003). The phenomenon of increasing longevity is not limited to 

the United States or the industrialized world. The United Nations (1998) has reported that the 

global population between 1970 and 1998 grew by 60% while those 80 years or older increased 

in number by 147%. The world is aging fast. The United Nations (1998) predicts that by the 

middle of this century, the elderly will outnumber the young. Concerns about growing older are 

concerns that affect every one of us. 

These demographic trends raise important questions for individuals, countries, and global 

society as a whole. One significant issue addresses the quality of life throughout the lifespan. 

The Gerontological Society of America has articulated an important new goal for aging, that of 

“adding life to years, not years to life” (Gerontological Society of America, 2003). This 

aphorism likely captures the preference of most people. Instead of living forever, many would 

probably agree that maintaining independence and productivity during the later years of life are 

of paramount importance. Doing so requires lifelong cognitive vitality and physical health. How 

can life be added to years?   
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To begin addressing this question, this literature review considers the cognitive 

dimensions of aging. It lays the groundwork for the following proposed study on the cognitive 

strategies older, college-degreed adults use and the role that learning may play in enhancing the 

well-being of highly educated Americans in their sixties and beyond. It is possible, as the 

literature in this review suggests, that learning serves as a defense against the detrimental effects 

of aging. If so, there are important implications for education throughout the lifespan and for the 

wellbeing of western society as humanity undergoes an evolutionary shift from a youth culture to 

a culture of the aged.  

The Gerontological Society of America (GSA) was founded in 1945 and is the oldest and 

largest national multidisciplinary scientific organization devoted to advancing gerontological 

research (Gerontological Society of America, 2004). During its six decades of existence, the 

organization has pioneered and responded to an explosion of research on aging and has 

surmounted scientific, medical, and political barriers to promote healthy and productive old age.  

Despite the fact that this is not a research organization, research conducted from its membership 

encompasses biology, medicine, social work, and psychology and has contributed to the science 

of aging and related public policy. A notable oversight in its work, however, has been the effects 

of education on the intellectual acuity of senior citizens or the learning strategies their members 

employ. In fact, rarely have organizations or individuals explored learning and its connection 

with aging at all. Of the studies on the topic, few exist on the effects of learning among college-

degreed, older adults and none on their strategies for learning throughout the later end of their 

lifespans.  

This review suggests that learning during late life yields beneficial results and may 

prevent cognitive decline and that older adults employ unique cognitive strategies. As noted in 
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Chapter 1, articles in peer-reviewed journals, doctoral dissertations, and the scholarly work of 

professionals including neuroscientists, gerontologists, psychologists, and educators inform my 

proposed research. This review is organized into the four broad categories of gerontology, 

neuroscience, developmental psychology, and education. The findings from these disciplines 

offer provocative insights into the role of the environment, motivation, learning approaches, and 

cognitive strengths on maintaining intellectual vitality throughout life. These factors inform this 

proposed study of the cognitive strategies college-degreed seniors utilize and the benefits, if any, 

they perceive from their educational pursuits.  

  

Gerontological Perspectives on Aging and Learning 
 
 In 1939, a group of 24 physicians and scientists gathered to form the Club for Research 

on Aging.  The primary activities of the club were to launch the Gerontological Society of 

America in 1945 and its first peer-reviewed journal. Both entities were dedicated to promoting 

scholarly exchanges on aging. The first Journal of Gerontology was published in January, 1946 

and addressed the medical and biological aspects of aging. For many years, it was the only U.S. 

journal dedicated to gerontological research (Gerontological Society of America, 2004). Because 

of the burgeoning study of late adulthood, the journal divided into two in 1988, one addressing 

the biological sciences and the other medical sciences. Later, in 1995, the Journals of 

Gerontology added their third and fourth journals, one on the Psychological Sciences and the 

fourth on the Social Sciences.   

Authors John Rowe, a physician and current President and CEO of a major health 

insurance corporation, and Robert Kahn (1999), a researcher and professor of psychology and 

public health at the University of Michigan, noted that until the mid-1980s the field of 
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gerontology reflected a “persistent preoccupation with disability, disease, and chronological age” 

(p. xi). Then, in 1984, the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation assembled scholars 

from several disciplines to conduct a long-term research program that would improve older 

Americans’ physical and mental abilities. This new emphasis on “successful aging,” a term 

coined by R.J. Havighurst in 1961, ignited a reorientation in gerontological research. 

Subsequently, encouraging findings from the “hard sciences” of biology, medicine, and 

neuroanatomy, joined by studies from social, developmental and educational perspectives reveal 

the benefits and possibilities of learning throughout the lifespan.   

Today, many gerontological researchers are promoting a “gains” rather than  “deficit” 

view of aging. The researchers and scholars cited below challenge previous assumptions about 

cognitive decline caused solely by living into their eighties and beyond. As Lemme (2002) 

summarizes, “Aging is no longer viewed as fixed or immutable, but rather as plastic, or 

modifiable…. Although we cannot stop the clock altogether, we can slow its rate and change its 

tone. And while the limits of this modifiability are unknown, the new view of aging brings with 

it the hope of a vigorous, healthy and productive period at the end of life (p. 361).” 

 In their book detailing the results of the MacArthur Foundation Study, Successful Aging, 

Rowe and Kahn (1999) promote a “new gerontology.” They distinguish between successful and 

“usual aging.” They cite data from the Swedish Twin study (G. McClearn, 1997; G. e. a. 

McClearn, 1994) showing that only about 30 percent of the differences in physical function 

among older people can be explained by genetic factors. Lifestyle and the environment 

determine the rest. This suggests that the choices we make before and during our senior years 

can have profound effects on our cognitive abilities.  
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Rowe and Kahn (1999) describe successful aging as consisting of three key behaviors: 

staying healthy, maintaining high cognitive function, and engaging with life. While somewhat 

interconnected, each component is independent of the others. For example, there may be 

individuals with great physical disability such as Stephen Hawking whose mind is capable of 

contemplating complex mathematics of the universe while his body is confined to a wheelchair.  

Obviously, the absence of disease and disability make it easier to maintain mental and physical 

function and the desire to participate fully in life. Rowe and Kahn’s model of successful aging is 

represented in Figure 1: 

 

Figure 1:  
Components of Successful Aging  
 
 

 

 

Engaging with life Staying healthy 
Maintaining  

intellectual skills 

Successful Aging 
 

 

 

Ultimately, successful aging refers to individuals who show minimal decline across a 

number of functions when compared to younger individuals (Arking, 1991). Previously, 

memory, attention, and language skills have been assumed to suffer and intelligence was 

hypothesized to wane in old age (Dixon, 2000; Lemme, 2002; Purdie & Boulton-Lewis, 2003). 

While it is true that some losses in intellectual capacity are intrinsic to age, not all are pre-

determined by the aging process itself. Rowe and Kahn (1987, 1999) minimize the role of 

genetics and stress the importance of environment. Part of any lifestyle or environment can 
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include learning activities. Those who continue to learn experience an array of benefits and often 

develop strategies that can moderate the effects of aging. This study explores how college-

degreed older adults go about learning and their perceptions of its benefits. 

Purdie and Boulton-Lewis (2003) did an extensive review of the gerontological literature 

and found physical, mental, and social benefits among older adults who continue learning. For 

example, learning among the aged leads to greater fitness and health (Dench & Regan’s study as 

cited in Purdie & Boulton-Lewis, 2003). Intellectually, education encourages people to take 

greater charge of their lives (Glendenning’s study as cited in Purdie & Boulton-Lewis, 2003); 

resume neglected interests (Withnall’s study as cited in Purdie & Boulton-Lewis, 2003), become 

more self-reliant (Ardelt, 2000); keep up with what’s going on in the world, (Harris Interactive 

Inc., 2000), develop a greater awareness of their social and political rights, and of their role in 

society (Weaver’s study as cited in Purdie & Boulton-Lewis, 2003). Socially, learning also 

allows seniors to engage with and support others (Walker’s study as cited in Purdie & Boulton-

Lewis, 2003). Additionally, Danner, Snowdon, and Freisen in an extension of the Nun Study 

(2001) found that learning is inherently interesting to seniors and simply valued for its own sake.   

Asserting the importance of learning even more boldly, a German researcher in an article 

from Educational Gerontology states that “learning can compensate for aging” (Schneider 

(2003). In her review of the significance of learning on aging, Schneider found that there were 

few studies on the topic. The empirical studies that exist, however, indicate that learning and 

education lead to positive health-related behaviors, and that socially and emotionally, “learned” 

people can be better skilled at negotiating the challenges of late life. Her argument is based in 

part on the obvious assertion that people want to be healthy and happy as they reach old age. 
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Learning is perceived as enhancing numerous facets of the aging process. They perceive more 

options and possibilities for themselves as they age which is both gratifying and reassuring.  

Schneider (2003) and others (Rowe & Kahn, 1999; Warshofsky, 1999) also cite research 

on the occurrence of Alzheimer’s disease or other forms of senile dementia. It appears that the 

frequency of senility is closely tied to formal education. In 1988, Mortimer noted that the risk of 

developing Alzheimer’s disease is higher when there is little or nor formal education. There is a 

“possible inverse relationship between level of education and the risk of Alzheimer’s disease” 

(Mortimer, 1988; Schneider, 2003; Werner, 1997). What causes the differences?  

Learning, or the intentional use of neurological functions, appears to maintain synapses 

between neurons. Katzman (1993) in a study examining the brains of Alzheimer’s patients 

suggests that formal education leads to an increase in neo-cortical synapses. “This so-called 

reserve causes the clinical symptoms of Alzheimer’s disease to appear four to five years later in 

persons with more formal education than in persons with very low levels of formal education” 

(p. 17). Schooling may serve as a defense against severe cognitive decline or forestall its arrival.  

Similarly, The MacArthur Studies of Successful Aging found education to be the strongest 

predictor of sustained mental function (Rowe & Kahn, 1998). This survey clearly demonstrated 

that those individuals with more years of education are more likely to maintain high cognitive 

functionality. That notion is further confirmed in a recent study examining the role of education 

in reducing the decline in mental functioning of older adults: “This continuing impact of 

education nearly 50 years after the participants finished school suggests two possible effects. 

First, education early in life may have a direct beneficial effect on brain circuitry, which, in turn, 

enables the maintenance of cognitive function in old age. Second, education may set a pattern of 

intellectual activities and this continuing exercise of cognitive function serves to maintain it” 
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(Mehrotra, 2003). The present qualitative study focuses only on those with the most education; 

i.e., at least one college degree, to discern the learning strategies they draw on and the benefits 

they receive from continued late life learning.   

Another potential benefit of learning and aging is a longer lifespan. Two German studies 

by Becker and Lauterbach (as cited in Schneider, 2003) conclude that “the higher the level of 

formal education, the longer the lifespan (p. 811).” These findings were true regardless of 

income or social class. Perhaps the cliché of “live and learn” should be transposed to “learn and 

live.”  

 Aside from considering the benefits of learning for aging, some researchers assert that 

there are inherent cognitive gains caused by aging. Jarvis (2001) points out that as we age we 

become more experienced and more competent learners. Instead of adhering to a “loss view” of 

accruing years, some theorists note that different types of intelligence appear to ebb and flow 

throughout life. Intelligence researchers, Cattell (1971), Horn (1970, 1982), Tennant and Pogson 

(1996), Wolf (1994), have separated intellectual abilities into two general clusters: fluid 

intelligence and crystallized intelligence. Fluid intelligence is measured by tests of complex 

reasoning, memory, and spatial relationships (Tennant & Pogson, 1996). It consists of the 

inherited ability to think and reason and includes basic information processing and problem-

solving abilities (Tennant & Pogson, 1996). Fluid intelligence can be demonstrated by speed in 

information processing and peaks at around age 18 (Gardner, Kornhaber, & Wake, 1996).  

Crystallized intelligence, by contrast, involves a wide range of cognitive skills. Wolf 

(1994) characterizes fluid intelligence as abstract problem-solving skills such as those required 

for spatial analogies while crystallized intelligence involves a wide range of real life problem 

solving. It is measured on tests for information storage, verbal comprehension, and numerical 
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reasoning, skills usually associated with education and acculturation (Gardner, Kornhaber, & 

Wake, 1996; Tennant & Pogson, 1996). Researchers have determined that crystallized 

intelligence is developed through educational experiences, acquired through a lifetime, and can 

improve throughout most of the adult years (Cattell, 1987; Gardner, Kornhaber, & Wake, 1996; 

Lemme, 2002).  

While older adults may experience a decline in fluid intelligence skills, crystallized 

abilities actually appear to increase with age (Baltes, 1993; Cattell, 1963b; Horn, 1975, 1982; 

Lamdin & Fugate, 1997; Schaie, 1990; Schaie & Willis, 1991). Just how long can older adults 

expect to have effective, intact problem-solving skills?  Schaie and Willis (1991) write, “It is 

possible that healthy individuals who maintain an active intellectual life will show little or no 

loss of intellectual abilities even into their eighties and beyond” (p. 319). In short, the aging mind 

loses some capacity to process abstract information; however, there is an increase in the capacity 

to make sense of things. Older adults who continue to learn can retain adequate cognitive 

functioning, particularly of the crystallized skills of meaning-making and verbal communication. 

The use of crystallized intelligence emerges as a distinct cognitive strategy of older learners. 

It has been found that the standardized tests used in most aging research do not assess the 

complex skills that some seniors exhibit. Such skills include high levels of abstraction and the 

integration of emotion and cognition that can yield wisdom (Fischer, Zheng, & Stewart, 2002). 

Even the reduction in speed of learning with age sometimes comes from the increased 

sophistication of adult cognitive skills and their thinking processes. More complex mental webs 

and networks take longer to process information (Fischer et al., 2002). The sophistication of 

cognitive strategies actually improves with age, as evidenced by numerous studies of adult 

development (Baltes & Baltes, 1990; Dawson, 2002; Erikson, 1978; Levinson, 1978; Loevinger, 
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1978; Neugarten, 1968; Noam 1988; Vaillant, 2002). One of the most telling findings is the age 

at which productivity reaches its maximum in creative people working in highly complex fields, 

such as historians and novelists (Simonton, 1991, 2000). “People in these fields become most 

productive and creative in their 40s, 50s, and even 60s. In contrast, people in less complexly 

textured fields…often peak in their 20s and 30s” (Fischer et al., 2002). 

In summary, gerontological studies indicate that learning whether informal or formal, 

appears to have an array of positive consequences for aging. Such benefits include delaying 

cognitive decline, enhancing physical, cognitive, and social well being, and lengthening the 

lifespan. Intelligence researchers assert that some intellectual attributes are actually enhanced 

with age. Older adults are more experienced and competent learners as evident in crystallized 

skills. These include information storage, verbal communication, making sense of things, and 

increased productivity in some cases. Like a fine wine, some elders perceive depth, complexity, 

and meaning in life that might not be readily apparent to younger and quicker minds. It is 

perhaps what some refer to as wisdom (Gruben, 2002).   

Gerontological research on learning and aging informs the factors identified in Chapter 

One as the conceptual infrastructure for this study. These factors and the related contributions are 

summarized in Table 1. 
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Table 1:  
Gerontological Contributions to Late-Life Learning 
 

Study Factors Researchers Key Contributions 
 
 
1. Enriched environments 

Rowe & Kahn, 1999 Genetics may account for 30% of aging suggesting 
implications for the quality of one’s environment and 
behaviors 

2. Motivation to continue 
learning 

Danner, Snowdon, Friesen, 2001 
Schneider, 2000 

Learning is inherently interesting and valued for its own 
sake by late-life adults 

3. Active learning N/A N/A 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. Effective cognitive 
strategies 

Baltes, 1993 
Cattell, 1963 
Fischer, 2003 
Fischer, Zheng & Stewart, 2002 
Horn, 1975, 1982 
Lamdin & Fugate, 1997 
Shaie, 1990 
Schaie & Willis, 1991 

Learning among seniors differs from those among younger 
adults; the crystallized intelligence skills of meaning-
making, verbal communication, information storage, and 
problem solving can increase with age while short-term 
memory and abstract problem solving may decrease. 
Seniors may think in web-like structures processing large 
amounts of data and may exhibit wisdom through blending 
cognition and emotion.  

5. Self-fulfillment  
and altruism 

Schneider, 2003 Older adults find learning personally gratifying 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6. Benefits of learning 

Becker, 1998 
Becker & Lauterbach, 1997 
Fischer, Zheng & Stewart, 2002 
Katzman, 1993 
Mehrotra, 2003 
Purdie & Boulton-Lewis, 2003 
Rowe & Kahn, 1999 
Schneider, 2003 

Lifelong learning enhances the physical, intellectual, and 
social well-being of adults and may delay the negative 
effects of aging as well as lengthen the lifespan 

 

It is interesting to note that of the six factors in my study, gerontology contributes predominantly 

to two: the multi-faceted benefits of learning for the elderly and the use of age-related cognitive 

strategies. As will be seen in the sections that follow, other fields emphasize additional factors 

that prove helpful in this study.   

 

Neuroscience’s Perspectives on Learning and Aging 

 
Neuroscience, a combination of molecular biology, neuroanatomy, neurophysiology, 

neuropsychology, and high technology brain scans, offers insights into learning and aging. In the 

past 15 years, thousands of studies exploring the human brain have emerged in over 50 journals 

on neuroscience, neurophysiology, and neurobiology. Some of these studies present evidence of 

the importance of learning, both early in life when many acquire a formal education and in later 

decades as adults add to the neurological infrastructure developed earlier. From research on 
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dementia, various mammals, the “Nun Studies,” and brain chemistry, neuroscientists know more 

about the brain and learning than they imagined possible 20 years ago.  

One of the world’s foremost neuroscientists is Marian Diamond. Diamond, a noted 

author, is also a distinguished professor of neuroanatomy at the University of California at 

Berkeley, the former director of the Lawrence Hall of Science, and the recipient of the first 

Senior Scholar Award from the American Association of University Women. She has written 

extensively on the impact of the environment on brain development during childhood years 

(Diamond, 1988, 1998a, 1998b), and, more recently, has turned her attention to the aging brain 

(Diamond, 2001, 2004). Diamond (1998) claims that the brain can continue to develop in old age 

and debunks three myths about aging. First, she notes that normal aging brains do not go 

downhill after age 30; second, they do not necessarily lose 100,000 nerve cells per day as some 

have suggested; and third, it is simply untrue that “old dogs cannot be taught new tricks” 

(Diamond, 1998b). She points out that the human cortex, the part of the brain handling our 

highest cognitive functions, can increase or decrease at any age “depending on the level of 

stimulation (p. 7)”. The brain of a healthy, active 60 year old can be as viable as that of a 20 year 

old depending in part upon intellectual stimulation.  

By enriching the living conditions of rodents, Diamond and her colleagues have 

measured thickening of the brain cortex by more than 10% in some cases. They found that they 

could extend the lives of laboratory rats to as much as 904 days, or the equivalent of 90 years in 

humans, by offering novel stimulation, exercise, care and compassion (Diamond, 1998a). As the 

PBS series “The Secret Life of the Brain” (2002) illustrates, even in the seventies and eighties, 

human brains continue producing new neurons, the brain cells directly responsible for cognition. 

This is corroborated by a recent review of literature on adult neurogenesis (brain cell growth) 
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and learning (Prickaerts, Koopmans, Blokland, & Scheepens, 2004). The authors cite the 

importance of environmental factors in learning and make a strong case that neurogenesis can 

occur in the hippocampus of the aging adult brain. This contention challenges nearly 100 years 

of brain research. Gruben (2002) asserts that, “The normal aging process leaves most mental 

functions intact, and may even provide the brain with unique advantages that form the basis for 

wisdom.” This echoes what intelligence theorists have hypothesized about crystallized 

intellectual abilities in older adults. Older adults can discern meaning and address real-life 

problem solving (Gardner, Kornhaber, & Wake, 1996).  

The aging brain appears to be far more resilient than was previously believed. Diamond’s 

(1998a) rat studies show that the cortex of older rats subjected to enriched environments changed 

as much as the cortex of the young rats, but such development took longer. It appears that older 

humans do slow intellectually with aging, but with perseverance, they can intellectually achieve 

(Diamond, 1998b; Kleyman, 2004b; Wolf, 1994). This is corroborated by recent studies on 

Hemispheric Asymmetry Reduction in Old Adults (Cabeza, Anderson, Locantore, & McIntosh, 

2002; Maguire & Firith, 2003). Such studies use functional MRI and positron emission 

tomography scans. They suggest that the brains of high-functioning older adults, presumably 

those with long-standing habits of learning, use relatively equal parts of both the pre-frontal 

cortex and the hippocampus. Conversely, lower functioning older adults as well as younger 

adults and youth tend to have far higher degrees of hemispheric dominance. In other words, what 

was referred to in the previous section as crystallized intelligence is rooted in both the structure 

and the functionality of the brain. 

Previous researchers laid the groundwork for Diamond’s studies. Beaulieu and Colonnier 

(1985) examined the relationship between the complexity of learning environments and the 
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density of dendritic tissue in cats. They found that not only was there more extensive neural 

development in richer, more complex environments but that the neurons themselves had larger 

nuclei. Rosenzweig, Bennett, and Diamond (1972) found similar results in rats as early as 1972. 

Recent studies using functional magnetic resonance imaging and even newer, more sophisticated 

images from proton spectroscopy (Dager et al., 2004) and magnetoencephalography (CTF, 2005) 

confirm the relationship between complex learning environments and neural growth. The brain 

changes physiologically as a result of learning and experience, not only in early childhood and 

peak developmental periods but also throughout the lifespan. 

In an address to the joint program of The American Society on Aging and the MetLife 

Foundation entitled “Good News about the Aging Brain,” Diamond (2001) pointed out five basic 

factors affecting brain health and its benefits. The five areas she discusses are diet, exercise, 

challenge, newness, and love. She found that each of these five plays an important role and that 

generally an enriched environment is critical to health of the brain and particularly the cerebral 

cortex (Diamond, 2001). For the purposes of this study, novelty is especially interesting. Novelty 

appears to be critical to the ongoing development and health of neural tissue. Intellectual 

encounters with novel situations or in new environments at any age appear to make a difference 

in brain development. Novelty, however, can be challenging to find for older adults. “A major 

problem for both older men and women is that their retirement deprives them of a major source 

of social and mental stimulation. The solution, of course, is for them to discover alternative 

sources of stimulation and new ways of using their cognitive abilities” (Mehrotra, 2003). 

Maintenance of cognitive abilities requires using the mind by engaging in complex tasks and 

activities (Pushkar et al., 1999; Schaie, 1984, 1995; Wolf, 1994). This study attempts to 
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determine which cognitive strategies older adults access for this type of complex learning and 

what results surface as a result of such engagement. 

Another aspect of an enriched environment is physical exercise and well being. Several 

researchers discuss the relationship between physical health and the mind in aging adults (Baltes, 

1993; Bearon, 1996; Cross, 1992; Diamond, 2001; Fisher, 1992; Gardner, 1983; Ivy, MacLeod, 

Petit, & Markus, 1992; James & Coyle, 1998; Jarvis, 2001; Manheimer, 2002; Purdie & 

McCrindle, 2002; Rowe & Kahn, 1987, 1998; Schaie & Willis, 1991; Selkoe, 1993; Withnall, 

2000). In fact, there appears to be a close relationship between exercise, fitness, and intellectual 

functioning and memory. “Since the brain accounts for about 25% of blood circulatory 

activity…maintenance of cardiovascular fitness, through aerobic exercise, may entrain particular 

benefits for the brain and hence cognitive processes, including memory” (James & Coyle, 1998). 

Gardner (1983) discusses how malnutrition is also associated with negative consequences for 

both emotional and cognitive functioning. Author and researcher Labouvie-Vief  (1985) of 

Wayne State University, emphatically states that if an individual is in good physical health, one 

cannot assume cognitive decline simply caused by age. She claims, “No significant portion of 

variance in intellectual behavior may be accounted for by a readily demonstrated maturational 

change as long as subjects are in reasonably good health.” Exercise and physical health are 

critical factors in retaining cognitive functions and memory in older adults. 

Arnold Scheibel, another prominent neuroscientist and husband of Marian Diamond, 

builds on his wife’s assertions about the importance of an enriched environment. “Enrichment is 

enrichment only when there is effort involved” (Scheibel, 2001). Scheibel emphasizes the 

importance of seeking out and engaging with stimulating environments. Without such 

intentionality, it is unlikely that the benefits of stimulating environments will be realized.  
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The results of such motivation especially in terms of pursuing formal education appear to 

have far-reaching effects. Schiebel studied the brains of deceased adults by categorizing them in 

one of three ways: the first had a limited amount of dendritic tissue, the second contained more, 

and the third have even greater quantities. “We couldn’t figure out what causes these differences 

until we examined the data we had on the individuals’ lives…The first group only had an 

elementary school education. The second group had gone through high school and perhaps a year 

of college. The group with the highest number of dendrites had completed college and graduate 

school…What I’m reporting to you is a correlation between the amount of dendritic tissue and 

the amount of education” (Scheibel, 2001). If Scheibel’s conclusion is accurate, there is 

compelling biological evidence that formal learning such as a college education, has important 

implications for later life. By creating more dendritic tissue, the brain can ward off potential 

negative impacts of aging (Schneider, 2003) and learn and think in enhanced ways.  

The work of Kolb and Whishaw (1998), two Canadian researchers, confirms the 

relationship between experience and brain plasticity. “The critical question that remains is how 

dendritic and synaptic change is related to behavioral change. The current evidence clearly 

shows that dendrites in the cortex may show a net proliferation, regression or stability depending 

upon various factors that affect behavior” (p. 59). These researchers suggest that learning serves 

as a primary stimulant of dendritic density, dendritic length, synapse formation, glial cell 

activity, and even metabolic activity. These anatomical changes, associated with both learning 

and aging, correlate with behavioral changes in the subjects studied. 

Education at any age or stage of life appears to have a direct impact on the physiology of 

the brain. In a study on cognitive decline in old age (Shadlin et al., 2005) measured the levels of 

specific proteins in the brain that optimize cognition and minimize the onset of dementia. 
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Individuals with higher amounts of protective proteins consistently had more formal education. 

Conversely, those with lower protein levels had less education. Just as eating protein builds 

muscle and strength, so too does it appear that education builds intellectual endurance that can go 

the distance of the lifespan.  

Similar evidence emerges from the “nun studies” (Mitzneer & Kemper, 2003; Riley, 

Snowdon, Desrosiers, & Markesbery, 2005; Snowdon, 2001). Since 1986, David Snowdon, an 

epidemiologist, has directed the Nun Study research project. According to Snowdon, religious 

group members make ideal subjects because of their similar and often insular lives. He has 

tracked the lives of 678 elderly nuns who are members of the School Sisters of Notre Dame, to 

assess the effects of aging. Snowdon (2001) describes a pilot study he conducted with the sisters 

in Mankato, Minnesota, on the relationship between the level of education and disabilities related 

to aging. He found that there were significantly lower rates of senile dementia among the nuns 

who had earlier education and those who were engaged in ongoing, novel learning experiences 

(Riley et al., 2005; Snowdon, 2001). His initial research convinced him to expand his study to 

other convents and to focus primarily on Alzheimer's disease. The participants, ranging in age 

from 75 to 107, agreed to provide access to their medical and personal histories and, after death, 

to donate their brain tissue to the project. Among the project's long range findings is a clear 

correlation between a low rate of Alzheimer's disease and high linguistic ability (Riley et al., 

2005). High linguistic ability is generally associated with education early in life. Just as learning 

to read serves as a gatekeeper to effective participation in K-12 education, linguistic skills may 

be necessary to effective learning and cognitive functioning later in life.  

One curious and often overlooked element of research on the aging brain is sex 

differences (Diamond, 2004). Again in her rat studies, Diamond found that in very old age, there 
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are differences that appear in cortical thicknesses in the two hemispheres of the brain. The male 

loses the predominance of his right hemisphere and gains the female pattern of both hemispheres 

being equal in size. The female does just the opposite. In the young female rat, both hemispheres 

are the same size. However, Diamond shows, that in the visual cortex, as a female ages, the right 

cortex becomes thicker than the left to match the pattern seen in a young male. The sexes reverse 

their patterns with aging in some cortical areas. We each take our turns! “How many older males 

want to go to battle as opposed to staying home in a nice house with a good book?  How many 

older females are ready to travel and see the world and not stay home with a good book? How 

many older females are ready to take the driver's seat while the older male enjoys sitting in the 

seat beside her?  Yes, sex differences do exist with aging” (Diamond, 2004). In general, the 

aging brain changes and has opportunities to explore and appreciate doing things differently. 

In summary, neuroscientific research shows the remarkable capacity of the aging brain to 

create new neural pathways and continue learning throughout the lifespan. Such opportunities 

are dependent on immersion in stimulating environments, those that contain intellectual, physical 

and emotional activity, as well as newness or novelty. A recent review article of neuroscience 

research states, “It is well established that the impact of aging on cognitive function is complex, 

being influenced by both biological and environmental factors” (Kramer, Bherer, Colcombe, 

Dong, & Greenough, 2004). The work of Diamond and other neuroscientists shows the 

remarkable impact of nurturing environments on the brain’s capacity for development at all ages 

and for limiting cognitive decline.  Table 2, below, summarizes this research according to the six 

factors identified in Chapter 1. 
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Table 2:  
Neuroscientific Contributions to Late-Life Learning  
 

Study Factors Researchers Key Contributions 
 
 
1. Enriched environments 

Beaulieu, 1985; Diamond, 1988, 1998, 2004; 
Gruben, 2002; Kleyman, 2004; ;Prickaerts, 
Kloomans, Blokland, Scheepens, 2004;Wolf, 1994 

Enriched environments of intellectual, physical, and 
emotional stimulation develop and preserve cognitive 
capacity. 

2. Motivation to continue 
learning 

Cabezea et al, 2002; Kolb & Whishaw, 1998; 
Maguire & Frith, 2003; Schiebel, 2001. 

Effort is required before benefits are realized from enriched 
environments. 

3. Active, experiential 
learning 

 
Diamond, 1988; Snowdon, 2001 

Stimulating, challenging, and novel environments suggest 
the importance of similar forms of teaching and learning. 

 
 
 
 
 
4. Effective cognitive 
strategies 

 
 
 
 
 
Diamond, 2004; Pushkar et al. 99; Schaie, 84, 95; 
Snowden, 2001; Wolf, 1994 

Real-life problem solving, complex and novel tasks and 
physical exercise enhance cognition.  The aging brain may 
reverse gender roles. This suggests that women may 
become more assertive and men more passive as they age.  
This could have implications for the content and process of 
learning. Continually developing linguistic skills appears to 
antidote or delay Alzheimers. 

5. Self-fulfillment  
and altruism 

 
N/A 

 
N/A 

 
 
6. Benefits of learning 

 
James & Coyle, 1998; Labouvie-Vief, 1985; 
Scheibel, 2001; Shadlin, 2005; Snowdon, 2001 

Physical and cognitive functioning are improved by 
continued learning. Formal education can decrease the 
likelihood of dementia. 

 

The neurosciences highlight the importance of multi-faceted stimulation and interaction for the 

aging mind. An enriched environment and varied or enriched learning processes can be an 

antidote to the effects of aging. The next section considers questions about how and why such 

older adults choose to learn. 

 

The Implications of Developmental Theory for Learning and Aging 
 
 

Many theories of human development describe stages that unfold throughout childhood, 

adolescence, adulthood, and, in some cases, the entire lifespan. Stage theory asserts that all of us, 

at about the same time in our lives, experience the same events, problems, or challenges—that 

there are “universal sequences of change” (Lemme, 2002). Some of the most notable examples 

of stage theory are those of Piaget (1969) who mapped out cognitive development, Freud (1923) 

who addressed childhood psychosocial development and its implications for adulthood, and Jung 

(1933) who extended Freud’s theories into adulthood. More recently, Erikson (1982) and 

Levinson (1978) developed lifespan theories that encompass adult stages or “eras” of 
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development. Such theories suggest that development is governed by a genetic blueprint, that the 

stages are sequential and without overlap. If an individual does not resolve issues or acquire 

skills at an earlier stage, then the successful development of later stages is in doubt.  

Though most developmental stage theories do not specifically address learning and 

education, they assume that individuals must learn and acquire skills for development to unfold. 

As a result, the work of the above theorists and others has implications for learning and aging. 

For example, Piaget’s (1969) theory of intellectual development does not extend beyond 

adolescence when the capacity for formal operations is reached. Formal operations refer to 

abstract thinking and problem solving.  However, some theorists suggest, “mature adult 

cognition is characterized by the ability to fit abstract thinking into the concrete limitations of 

everyday life” (Tenant and Pogson, 1996, p. 27). Such a description of adult cognition implies 

that rather than quickly solving mathematical problems in a textbook, older adults rely on 

experience to address concrete problems. Tennant and Pogson (1996) in their book Learning and 

Change in the Adult Years, assert  

“The formal (logical) properties of a task or problem become less important during the 
adult years. This is because adult intellectual and cognitive growth centers on the 
accumulation of experience in dealing with the concrete problems adults encounter. For 
this reason, the particular content of a problem and the context in which it is set become 
increasingly important with age” (Tennant & Pogson, 1996, p.3). 
 

 
Tennant and Pogson’s (1996) description of adult cognition parallels the distinction between 

fluid and crystallized skills. Fluid intelligence, that includes reasoning, memory, and spatial 

relationships, decreases with age, but crystallized intelligence, acquired through experience and 

acculturation, involves real-world problem solving and meaning-making and increases with age 

(Horn, 1982). For older adults, this suggests that strategies that are content and context-bound 

may result in improved learning.  
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 Author and professor, Barbara Hansen Lemme (2002) suggests that understanding adult 

cognitive development may be limited by the Piagetian notion that thinking culminated in 

adolescence with formal logic. She critiques the decrementalist view of cognitive development 

that predicts inevitable and extensive intellectual decline brought about by aging. Adhering to a 

modifiable and plastic notion of development, Lemme writes, “development is a lifelong process 

characterized by both gains and losses” (Lemme, 2002, p. 138). In researching the literature, she 

finds that cognitive decline is “limited to certain abilities and follows a highly variable pattern 

across and within individuals in rate, age of onset, and magnitude…in fact, there does not seem 

to be much that is inevitable or universal” (Lemme, 2002, p.146). She promotes the “continued-

potential” view that some skills may improve with age and new abilities may emerge in 

adulthood.  

Other researchers assert that older adults may use different cognitive strategies for 

cognitive tasks than those used by younger individuals (Sinnott, 1994). While these differences 

have been traditionally considered to be deficiencies, the emerging view is that strategies used by 

older adults may, in fact, be adaptive to the changing experiences and demands present in adult 

life (Berg, Klaczynski, Calderone. & Strough, 1994). Sinnott (1994) characterizes learning 

among the young as focusing on the accumulation of facts or analytic, bottom-up processing, 

while learning among mature adults involves using higher level thinking to make sense of things 

using integrative, top-down processing skills.  

 Baltes, Dittman-Kohli, & Dixon, (1984) acknowledge that while some fluid abilities such 

as quick information processing may slow with age, crystallized skills can expand. This is 

especially true if bolstered with strategies to maximize cognitive strengths and shore up 

weaknesses. Salthouse (1991), an investigator who studied compensatory practices of older 
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typists, described three strategies to cope with cognitive declines. These include accommodation, 

compensation, and remediation. The first strategy, accommodation, refers to older adults doing 

what they do best. They tend to shy away from activities that stress their limits and focus on 

those that capitalize on their expertise, such as serving as coaches or consultants. The second 

strategy, compensation, refers to maintaining former levels of performance by altering the 

strategies used. Some examples include strategic thinking or note-taking or other memory 

devices for what to do when. The third strategy identified by Salthouse (1991) is that of 

remediation. This refers to intervention activities to restore abilities to a previous level of 

competence such as what occurs with stroke patients. Remediation typically implies the need for 

practice or training to improve speed and reduce effort in complex tasks. Salthouse (1991) 

emphasizes that people of all ages can benefit from such interventions.  Salthouse and his 

colleagues conclude that as people age, their intellectual skills may become less efficient, but 

such abilities are not lost or irretrievable. Instead, adaptations or interventions may restore 

diminished skills. As Salthouse (1991, p.38) concludes, “For most people there seem to be 

relatively few cognitive limits on what can be accomplished at any stage of life.” 

 Fishcher, Zheng and Stewart (2002) use the metaphor of a web as opposed to a ladder to 

describe adult cognitive development, stating that adults, and particularly older adults, use much 

more complex cognitive strategies than younger ones. The development of these strategies 

appears to be multidimensional rather than linear.  

“Adult cognitive development is rich and dynamic, like a complex web that is constantly 
changing with multiple levels, strands, networks, and directions. The wisdom and 
intelligence of an adult cannot be captured by one developmental level, one domain, one 
pathway, or one direction. During adulthood, intelligence commonly moves to become 
more sophisticated, flexible, synthetic, constructive, and socially oriented – more 
complex and dynamic” (Fischer et al., 2002).  
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They state that cognitive development ebbs and flows, moving backwards at times to develop 

new skills, like waves curling back on themselves, but then moving forward again and becoming 

more complex. This corresponds with the findings on fluid versus crystallized intelligence and 

other psychometric conclusions cited above (Baltes & Brim, 1984; Baltes, Reese, & Lipsett, 

1980; Salthouse, 1991a, 1991b). Nevertheless, Fischer (2003) and others claim that such models 

tend to be more linear while theirs is dynamic and better captures the rich variability in adult 

cognition and its skills and contexts.  

 Fischer et al. (2002) also cite research showing differences in “optimal and functional” 

levels of performance. They state that along with increased overall complexity of adults' 

cognitive development, adults also display multiple levels of cognitive development ranging 

from optimal to functional, as opposed to a fixed Piagetian level of performance. The dynamics 

of adults’ multilevel performance vary with contextual support, prior experience, and 

collaboration with others. The researchers explain optimal versus functional cognition as 

follows:  

“Developmental research differentiates two major types of upper limits on skill 
performance, varying with contextual support: optimal level and functional level. There 
is no single level of competence in any domain. Instead, in the absence of task 
intervention or scaffolding by others, individuals show great variation in skill levels in 
their everyday functioning. Optimal levels are attained primarily in those infrequent 
circumstances when environmental conditions provide strong support for complex 
performance” (Fischer et al., 2002). 
 

 
These researchers apply the terminology of optimal and functional directly to the phenomenon of 

learning. “Research has found a far larger increase with age in the optimal level for a given skill 

than in its functional level, and consequently the gap increases from early childhood through 

adulthood” (Fischer et al., 2002). In other words, as people age they develop progressively 

greater ability to effectively learn and express their learning. Reaching optimal levels of 
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expression also can be anticipated when scaffolds or supports are in place to insure greater levels 

of performance.  

 An interesting theory that promotes a “gains” perspective of cognitive skill and aging is 

that of reflective thinking. Patricia King and Karen Kitchener from the University of Denver 

have developed a model of seven stages of reflective judgment (King & Kitchener, 2004; 

Kitchener & King, 1994). Their seven-staged model attempts to describe the changes in the ways 

individuals understand intellectual problems and assess the adequacy of alternative solutions.  

The seven stages move, for example, from the first where concrete knowledge is based on 

observation as evident among young children; to the second stage where the belief is held that 

there is an ultimate truth if one could find the right source for an answer common among young 

adolescents; and eventually on to stage six where context is essential in evaluating differing 

perspectives as described by advanced graduate students; and finally, stage seven, where 

justifiable claims can be made about appropriate solutions to problems at hand, found among 

mature thinkers.   

To discern the stages of reflective judgment, the researchers asked respondents to 

consider open-ended “ill-structured” problems, real-life dilemmas that can be interpreted from 

numerous perspectives. “There is evidence that the stages described by Kitchener and King are 

sequential, that they correlate highly with age, and that they are linked to educational 

attainment…” (Tennant & Pogson, 1995). It appears that older adults employ increasingly 

advanced reflective and intellectual skills throughout life. Jensen (1998) also confirmed that age 

and education appear to lead to higher levels of reflective judgment according to the Kitchener 

and King model.  
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An important finding about reflective judgment is the role that higher education plays in 

its development and consolidation (Fischer et al., 2002). The research of King and Kitchener and 

studies of Kohlberg’s stages of moral development (Kohlberg, 1974, 1995) show that education 

is a more significant factor than age alone in making sophisticated judgments about both the 

nature of knowledge and moral issues (Dawson, 2002; King & Kitchener, 1994; Rest, Narvaez, 

Bebeau, & Thoma, 1999).  

 When considering late-life adult cognitive and emotional development, Troll (1985) 

offers an interesting perspective. He points out that theories of cognitive and emotional 

development suggest older adults possess an integrative capacity. They attempt to tie things 

together and to seek meaning and purpose in life and death. Similarly, Sinnott (1994), an author 

and researcher of adult development, maintains “the goal of later development seems to tie the 

individual’s life to a group and to anchor both in a meaningful story that makes the struggle of 

existence worthwhile” (p. 109).  

Erikson (1950, 1982) would likely concur with Sinnott since both suggest that there are 

developmental struggles or crises en route to generativity during late adulthood. According to 

Erikson (1950; 1980) healthy individuals successfully master the tasks of each stage of life 

including those of the seventh and eighth stages: that of generativity by supporting future 

generations, and, lastly, that of integrity or finding meaning, purpose and perspective in life.   

George Vaillant (2002), director of the Harvard Study of Adult development and author 

of Aging Well, uses Eriksonian theory to analyze aging among three cohorts of diverse, older 

adults. Vaillant’s study was a six to eight decade “prospective study” of physical and mental 

health (prospective refers to the study of events as they occur rather than in retrospect), the 

longest of its kind in the world, (Vaillant, 2002, p. 16). He explains “positive aging” to portray 
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those who are successful in late life. His definition of positive aging refers to the ability “to love, 

to work, to learn something we did not know yesterday, and to enjoy the remaining precious 

moments with loved ones” (Vaillant, 2002).  

 Vaillant reports that there are four basic activities that make the later decades of life 

rewarding. The first is that retirees should “replace their work mates with another social 

network…” This could mean grandchildren, an organization or club, or possibly even a virtual 

network of friends or colleagues. The second is that retirees must “rediscover how to play.” 

Vaillant discusses what he calls social play, which could be as simple as shuffleboard or cribbage 

or as more challenging play such as that of a retired psychiatrist, who plays tennis five days a 

week at age 87. The third is “creativity” which Vaillant suggests requires protected, solitary time 

that is more available in late life. He says it should be a primary goal in retirement. And the 

fourth is “lifelong learning.” Again Vaillant presents this as a challenge for those in late life: “to 

combine the fruits of maturity with the recovery of childhood wonder” (p. 224).  

As noted above, Vaillant’s third activity is creativity.  In Aging Well, he cites numerous 

examples of older adults maintaining their creative edge, albeit at a slower pace than in their 

younger years.  Likewise Cohen (2000) an M.D. and author of The Creative Age, cites numerous 

examples of highly creative late life adults.  A few examples follow: Sophocles was in his late 

80s when he finished the Oedipus plays; Claude Monet didn’t begin his water lilies series until 

his 70s; Michelangelo was designing and painting until his death at 89; Verdi composed Otello at 

73; Oliver Wendell Holmes was a Supreme Court justice until 91; Freud published The Ego and 

the Id at 67; Mary Leaky made her greatest archaeological discovery at 65, Bob Hope was still 

writing his own humor and performing in his 90s; Albert Schweitzer received the Nobel Peace 

Prize at 77 and continued to publish and compose, and Helen Keller wrote Teacher at 75.  At the 
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age of 95, Stanley Kunitz was named poet laureate of the United States. Still writing new poems, 

still reading to live audiences, Kunitz is an example of creativity in old age and the brain's ability 

to stay vital in the final years of our lives.  

 Although many studies claim that creativity peaks in the late 30s to early 40s, that 

premise is based on “career age” not chronological age (Lemme, 2002). In other words, those 

who enter a career or avocation later in life, instead of in their early 20s, may find their creativity 

emerging at a much later time. Grandma Moses, who did not paint her first serious paintings 

until she was in her 70s, is one such illustration. Moreover, peak creativity occurs at different 

ages in different fields. In reviewing the literature, Lemme (2002) suggests that those in the 

fields of lyric poetry, pure mathematics, and theoretical physics tend to peak in their 20s to 30s; 

those in psychology and sociology tend to peak in their 40s; but those engaged in novel writing, 

philosophy, history, and general scholarship peak much later or not at all.  

Simonton (1989, 1991, 2000) proposes that some forms of creativity require the 

accumulation of experience and crystallized intelligence. In his study of the “swan-song 

phenomenon” (Simonton, 1989), looked at 1,919 late-life works of 172 classical composers. He 

discovered that as these composers neared the ends of their lives, their compositions changed. 

They were usually shorter, simpler, and yet esthetically effective and often popular. He suggests 

that the composers condensed their music to their essence in a final artistic accomplishment 

possible only in later life. His terminology, “swan-song phenomenon” comes from a legend that 

the swan only sings once in its life, just before its death.  

 Simonton’s work argues that creative powers are not confined to early life. In fact, he 

suggests there is sometimes a second creative peak late in life in which there is a resurgence of 

creative productivity (Simonton, 1988). Developmentally, there seem to be few limitations on 
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the creative output of older adults. “The final phase of life can be, and often is, a period of 

phenomenal creativity” (Simonton, 1991).  

Gene Cohen, M.D. also claims that the potential for creative expression in the later years 

is not just the exception but also the rule. He suggests that life after fifty is perhaps the richest in 

terms of creative potential (Cohen, 2000b). “The importance of understanding creativity in 

relation to aging is profound, because doing so will not only enable older people to have access 

to their potential in later life, but it will also challenge younger age groups to think about what is 

possible in their later years in a different way” (Cohen, 2000, p. 5). Cohen goes on to point out 

how creativity in late life strengthens morale, contributes to physical health, and enriches 

relationships (p. 11). Finally, Cohen discusses the role of the aging brain and creativity 

explaining that since aging brain cells remain viable and do not deteriorate like other tissue there 

are “profound ramifications for creativity in the context of everyday life as we age” (p. 52). 

While creativity and play are the second and third of Vaillant’s keys to healthy aging, his 

fourth, lifelong learning, is most pertinent to this study. He states that, “Gusto for education in 

late life is highly correlated with psychological health” (Vaillant, 2002, p. 246). He points out 

that lifelong learning was a characteristic of most of the best examples of successful or positive 

aging in his study and proposes that to have a rich and positive experience living in late life, 

learning is imperative. Using his “Scale for Mental Health,” (p. 342) Vaillant determined that 

education earlier in life led to greater richness in the seventies and eighties. It seems that college-

educated older adults are best situated to continue cognitive development in their sixties and 

beyond. Whether in a new profession or vocation, a new endeavor requiring new skills, formal 

education, or self-directed learning, retirement takes on a new meaning. Older, educated adults 

must continue, or re-establish their ties, with learning to gain the most from their later years.  
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 Gene Cohen addresses more than just creativity in old age. He writes, “A new picture of 

human development and aging is emerging, and with it, a new understanding of humans’ 

ongoing capacity for change” (Cohen, 2004). Cohen is an M.D., Ph.D., former acting director of 

the National Institute on Aging at the National Institutes on Health, past president of the 

Gerontological Society of America, and the first chief of the National Institute of Mental 

Health’s Center on Aging. He was a student of Erik Erikson at Harvard and, dissatisfied with the 

limitations of Erikson’s work, went on to propose the existence of late-life phases of 

development. He discusses how these phases “express themselves in individual behaviors and 

emotions, how each phase evolves into the next, and how these late-life phases represent a richly 

creative period of life, full of personal growth and societal engagement” (Ceridwyn, 2004),  

 Cohen describes four post-midlife stages: the midlife reevaluation phase, the liberation 

phase, the summing-up phase, and the encore phase  (Cohen, 2000a). The midlife reevaluation 

stage involves reevaluation of life, exploration, and transition. People ask, “Where have I been? 

Where am I now? Where am I going?” (Cohen, 2004). Cohen points out that this midlife stage is 

relatively fluid and reports, as do Rowe and Kahn (Rowe & Kahn, 1999), that midlife seldom 

involves a “midlife crisis.” The liberation phase is characterized by a desire to experience and 

innovate and usually takes place in the late 50s, 60s, and 70s. He points out that during this 

period there are “significant physiological changes in the brain…that the time in the life cycle 

when we have the greatest number of dendrites in the brain, particularly in the hippocampus—

the part of the brain that’s involved with processing information—is from the early 50s to the 

late 70s” (Cohen, 2004).  

 Cohen sees the summing-up phase as a time of “recapitulation, resolution, and 

contribution…a period of life review, conflict resolution, and societal contribution” (Cohen, 
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2004). It is a time when people want to give back to others. This phase also involves addressing 

unfinished business, incomplete situations, and unresolved conflicts. For example, Verdi wrote 

his great comic opera Falstaff when he was 80. Critics wondered why he wrote a comic opera so 

late in life when the only other comic opera he wrote, A Day in the Life of a King, was written 

when he was 25. That one was a critical failure, so 55 years later he was addressing his 

unfinished business. The encore phase, the fourth and final of Cohen’s post mid-life stages, is 

about reflection, and “a desire for continuation and celebration” (Cohen, 2004).“This phase is not 

just a swan song, but more a variation on a theme: the desire for people to continue” (Cohen, 

2004). Together, Cohen’s developmental phases of old age suggest a creative, brain-based model 

of aging that seems to accurately describe many college-educated older adults and challenges the 

deficit model of aging that persists in the minds of many. 

 In summary, developmental theory has made important contributions in understanding 

learning and aging. Building on classical stage theories of development, contemporary theorists 

have portrayed a new image of older adults. The phenomenon of increased crystallized 

intelligence in later life provides seniors with a unique capacity to look at the world in new ways 

that draw on personal experience and integrate the past and present. Crystallized intelligence 

bestows the ability to engage with the world in a purposeful manner because of past experiences, 

enhanced reflective judgment, and the unique ability to contextualize life’s situations and 

problems based on a broad realm of knowledge and experience. Older adults have the potential 

to develop unique cognitive skills and strategies including the facility to be more adaptive, the 

ability to integrate their knowledge, and the skills to conceptualize, contextualize, and see the big 

picture. Such research suggests the possibility for college-educated older adults to achieve a 

healthier physical and psychological life. A summary of these findings is reported in Table 3.  
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Table 3:  
Developmental Theory Contributions to Late-Life Learning 
 

Study Factors Researchers Key Contributions 
1. Enriched environments  

Fischer, Zheng, & Stewart, 2002 
 
Strong environmental supports can enhance functioning 

2. Motivation to continue 
learning 

 
 

 
NA 

 
3. Active, experiential 
learning 

 
Cohen, 2000 
Vaillant, 2002 

 
Rediscovery of play whether through games or a state of 
mind enhances cognition later in life.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. Effective cognitive 
strategies 

 
 
Baltes, Dittman-Kohli & Dixon, 1984 
Butler, Lewis, & Sunderland, 1991 
Cohen, 2000 
Fischer, Zheng & Stewart, 2002 
Sinnott, 1994 
Salthouse, 1991 
Simonton, 1989, 1991, 2000 
Tennant & Pogson, 1996 
Troll, 7995 

Older adults may develop strategies to address the effects 
of aging such as accommodation, compensation, and 
remediation. They may tap web-like rather than ladder like 
cognitive functions; can demonstrate optimal versus 
functional skills; use accumulated experience to solve real 
life problems, consider context and content knowledge. 
Older adults show an enhanced capacity for integration, 
reflection, and creativity. Creative adults may simplify their 
works and increase their appeal through ”swan song” 
creations. They may have the time to reflect and then 
create. 

 
 
5. Self-fulfillment  
and altruism 

 
 
Erikson, 1950, 1982 
Vaillant, 2002 

Older adults can show higher capacities for generativity 
(assuming responsibility for new generations of adults), 
integrity, appreciate the rewards of life, and seek meaning 
and purpose in life. 

 
 
6. Benefits of learning 

 
Fischer, Zheng & Stewart, 2002 
Vaillant, 2002 

Improved social relationships, enhanced physical, 
intellectual, and psychological health are the outcomes of 
“positive aging” for educated seniors. 

 Table 3 summarizes how developmental theories contribute primarily to five of the six 

factors of late life learning. Older adults, particularly educated older adults, can develop distinct 

learning strategies. These include using experience and content knowledge in problem-solving 

and web-like thinking patterns. Their creativity may be expressed in simpler more compelling 

ways, and demonstrate greater reflection and integration. They realize a sense of purpose and 

self-fulfillment, and garner social, intellectual and psychological benefits from their learning. 

The next section of this review of the literature describes the kinds of learning activities older 

adults pursue. Complementing gerontology, neuroscience, and developmental theory, 

educational research contributes additional insights into lifelong learning and its significance for 

college-degreed older adults.
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Educational Contributions to Learning and Aging 

 
Lemieux and Martinez (2000) created the phrase gerontagogy (p. 475), as opposed to 

pedagogy or andragogy (Knowles, 1990), to describe learning among older adults. The authors 

suggest the term refers to the unique processes of learning appropriate for late life adults. 

Philosophically, they want to distinguish the phrase from gerontology that they claim promotes a 

“deficit model” of aging. Lemieux, an educator, and Martinez, a sociologist, are promoting 

gerontagogy to emphasize unlimited development and self-actualization in later life.   

Though the field of gerontagogy has yet to be established, it represents the positive 

outlook embraced by many who study the learning of older adults. Researchers note that older 

adults value and participate in lifelong learning, a trend that is expected to increase as the baby 

boom generation nears retirement (AARP, 1999; Arsenault, Anderson, & Swedburg, 1998; 

Belanager, 1999; Huber, 2004; Imel, 1997; Jarvis, 1987; Jean, 1994; Lamdin & Fugate, 1997; 

Martin & Preston, 1994; Rowe & Kahn, 1998). It is likely that even more older adults in the 

baby boom generation will want to sustain and pursue active, creative intellectual lives and to 

continue to grow and develop. Why will they want to actively pursue learning experiences? How 

will they go about learning?  What cognitive strategies will they employ? 

New educational institutions called “universities of the third age” (U3As) that serve late 

life learners have proliferated in recent years. As of 1994, there were 250 U3As in the United 

Kingdom, and, by 1997, there were over 300 Institutes for Learning in Retirement in the United 

States (Lamden & Fugate, 1997). Such universities were first referred to as U3As by former 

Cambridge educator, and author, Peter Laslett (1989), who also identified four ages of human 
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life. These include: childhood, adult maturity, the third age that corresponds with the retirement 

years, and the fourth age, one of dependency and death. Laslett, the founder of the first third age 

university in England in 1981, characterized this third stage of life as a time of self-fulfillment, 

personal achievement, and social responsibility to younger generations. Calling the elderly 

“trustees of the future” Laslett, (1991, p.196), notes that: 

“Growing older does not absolve a person from responsibility, certainly not the 
responsibility of the future… many more duties of older people go forward in time than is 
the case in those who are younger … they owe less to their own individual futures—now 
comparatively short—and more to the future of others. It is those who have lived the 
longest, who have done the most to bring about the situation which is experienced at any 
one time. In shouldering their responsibilities for that current situation, older people will 
do all they can to ensure the future is as good as it can be” (Laslett, 1991).  
 

Similarly, elderlearning researchers, Lamdin and Fugate (1997), assert that “third agers can be a 

powerful resource for a society that needs all the help it can get … (they) can contribute to a 

more thoughtful, ordered, and compassionate society” (Lamdin & Fugate, 1997, p. 32). In their 

research, Lamdin and Fugate (1997) found an impressive 73% of their respondents reported 

volunteer activities with 43% volunteering from one to five days per week representing a wealth 

of brain and muscle power in service of society.  

 Typical curricula at U3As are wide-ranging. There are usually learning opportunities in 

the arts, languages, science and technology, history, literature and the humanities, as well as 

more contemporary interests such as winemaking and appreciation, and travel and recreation. 

Learners also typically serve as teachers due to the broad expertise they bring. In many U3A 

programs, every one is considered a learner and a teacher.  

Similar curricular interests were found in two studies conducted by Purdie and Boulton-

Lewis (2003) of adults over 70. In their study, “The Learning Needs of Older Adults,” elders 

identify four desired areas of learning: acquiring technical skills, learning about health issues, 
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leisure, and entertainment. Interestingly, in addition to learning needs, the authors identify two 

other themes that emerged from participants: barriers to learning and self-efficacy. They found 

that two subjects in their study had notable difficulty learning. It turns out that both of these 

subjects had considerably less education than other subjects in the study. 

Pertinent to this study, U3As reflect an important educational trend: participation in their 

offerings is strongly linked to prior formal education (Swindell & Thompson, 1995). Likewise, 

Yenerall (2003) in his study of U3As in Finland found that there was a direct correlation between 

the level of participation of older adults attending U3As and their levels of education. Those with 

higher levels of education enrolled in more courses. Ron Manheimer (2002), director of the 

North Caroline Center for Creative Retirement, concurs, “Degree of prior education remains the 

chief predictor of educational participation for adults of all ages” (Manheimer, 2002, p. 2). The 

study of learning is no longer only the domain of academics and psychologists but also of 

gerontologists. 

A distinction should be made between learning in later life and “third age education.” 

Jarvis (2001) point out that learning has traditionally been associated with institutions of 

education and that only recently has “education has been subsumed within learning” (p. 10). 

Likewise, Lamdin and Fugate (1997) distinguish among types of learning. Certainly, those 

enrolled in U3As and similar institutions are learning, but U3As offer formal educational 

approaches with structured settings and processes. By contrast, informal learning is self-initiated 

by one or more individuals who structure their own processes and projects (Lamdin & Fugate, 

1997).  

Interestingly, in their Elderlearning Study, Lamdin and Fugate indicate that professionals 

and academics tend to be stronger “informal” learners. Approximately five hundred respondents 
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report they spend from 1 to 160 hours per month in formal educational settings while others, 

including professional and academics, said they dedicate 300 hours or more to informal learning 

each month. As the investigators noted, “Our own research revealed that older people are 

learning in numbers and amounts of time expended at a rate far exceeding even our original 

expectations” (Lamdin & Fugate, 1997, p.85).  

 These authors found a strong relationship between educational levels and older adult 

learning. “Those with a high level of education had more varied interests than those with a lower 

level. More interests meant more subjects. More subjects meant more learning. The desire to 

learn arises from the habit of learning. The more learning you have, the more you want” (Lamdin 

& Fugate, 1997). Of note was the observation that Lamdin and Fugate had a few “very old” 

learners who were also “very high” learners. The authors suggest that the ascending curve after 

age 85 linking age with increased learning exists because “elderlearners are healthier” (Lamdin 

& Fugate, 1997, p. 86). 

 The Lamdin and Fugate study along with another study conducted by Harris Interactive, 

Inc. for the American Association of Retired Persons (AARP) in 2000 inform this research. Both 

studies consider the demographics of older learners, what they choose to learn, where and why. 

These are topics I am interested in researching as well. However, my study includes two 

additional areas not considered in either study. I am interested in exploring the cognitive 

strategies used by the respondents and the perceived benefits of continued learning.  

Additionally, my research focuses specifically upon college-degreed adults. The Lamdin 

and Fugate and AARP studies included seniors with some college education, but did not limit 

their respondents to this specific population nor address learning strategies in any fashion. 

Nevertheless, since the Elderlearning and AARP studies most closely resemble mine, I describe 
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their key findings below. Table 4 synthesizes the results. Since data were disaggregated in the 

AARP research for older adults with some college education, I display and then discuss the 

results identified for educated seniors. In addition, I identify the implications of these studies for 

mine. 

 

 



50

 

 

Table 4:  
Comparison of AARP (2000) and Lamdin & Fugate (1997) Studies 
 

 
Attribute 
Studied 

 
AARP Study, 2000 

AARP Study, 2000:  
200 college respondents 

results 

 
Lamdin & Fugate Study, 

1997 

 
Observations 

 
Implications for my 

proposed study 
 
 
 
1. Number of 
participants 

1,019 (508 interviewed by 
telephone and 511 surveyed 
online.  

213 with a college degree or higher.  860 (79% were from mailing lists 
of Elderhostel, Institutes for 
Learning in Retirement, OASIS, 
and a Smithsonian travel study 
group.) 

Lamdin & Fugate draw from 
select mailing lists while the 
AARP study is scientifically 
randomized to ensure 
representative sampling. 

I will conduct in-depth 
interviews of 30-40 college 
educated older adults contacted 
through professional 
organizations.  

 
 
 
 
 
2. Ages of participants 

50 and over 50 and over 55-96 AARP study distinguished 
among groups 50-59 (N=410), 
60-74 (N=465), and 75+ 
(N=142 participants). No 
distinctions in Lamdin & 
Fugate study. 

My study will include 
participants who are 60 years 
and older. Their data will be 
analyzed at times by decades of 
life.  

 
 
 
3. Educational level  
of participants 

Demographics included 57% with 
high school or less; 21% with 
some college; and 21% with 
college degrees. 

No data was offered about level of 
education beyond initial college 
degree 

Demographics included 20% with 
high school or less; 18% with   
Two years of college; 26% with 
four years of college, and 36% with  
graduate/professional school. 

Lamdin & Fugate study had 
higher percentage of college-
educated, but did not 
disaggregate data. 

My study will specify college 
level and degree majors. 

 
 
 
 
4.Top three priorities 
of what respondents 
want to learn 

The top three subjects reported by 
respondents included: 
1. favorite hobby or pastime—
62% 
2. advanced skills—52% 
3. health and nutrition—49% 

College-educated adults showed 
greater interest in mastering an 
advanced skill, in travel, in learning 
about a hobby or pastime, and in 
giving back to their communities.  

The top three subjects reported by 
respondents included: 
1. music, art, dance, arts-related 
crafts—58.7% 
2. travel or travel related— 51.6% 
3. literature, drama, humanities—
46.5% 

In both studies, most adults 
wanted to learn information of 
personal benefit and less about 
activities related to the larger 
world. 

My study will address the 
discrepancy in choice of topics 
evident in prior two studies.  

 
 
 
5. Locations where 
respondents prefer to 
learn 

Depended on topic: classrooms 
preferred for instructional 
learning; group and community 
locations generally preferred over 
independent choices 

College graduates showed greater 
interest in learning in group 
settings: 55% compared to 41% for 
those with less than college degree.  

Col1ege educated preferred to 
learn: 1. at home—76.2%, 
2. through travel—55.0%, and 
3. in libraries—47.2%, 
Group meetings ranked fourth 
emphasizing group learning 

Lamdin & Fugate found home 
to be preferred location while 
AARP said most older people 
preferred learning in groups.  

My study will address the 
discrepancy in preferred 
locations for learning. 

 
 
 
 
6. Top three ways 
respondents prefer to 
learn 

Respondents showed preference 
to learn through: 1. reading 
(newspapers, books, magazines, 
journals) 
internet—64% 
2. reflective, hands-on—44% 
3. internet—36% 

AARP study found that college-
educated had a higher preference for 
print media in learning (73%) than 
those with less than a degree (65%) 
or with high school or less (61%). 

Respondents showed preference to 
learn through: 1. reading—74%, 
2. classes, workshops, seminars—
68.4%, and 3. travel—55.7% 

AARP study found that those 
with any college experience 
were more likely to take 
classes or workshops perhaps 
due to familiarity with  
institutional settings. 

My study will also explore how 
respondents like to learn and in 
addition what cognitive 
strategies are use by college-
educated older adults 

 
 
 
7. Top three reasons 
why they choose to 
learn 

Participants’ main reasons for 
learning were: 1. to keep up with 
what’s going on in the world—
63%, 2. for personal or spiritual 
growth—62%, and 3. for the joy 
of learning—60% 

Those with college degrees are 
more inclined to improve job skills, 
earn additional degrees or 
certification, and give back to their 
communities. 

Participants’ main reasons for 
learning were: 1. for the joy of 
learning, 2. to pursue a long-
standing interest or hobby, and 3.to 
meet people, socialize 

Both studies found “joy of 
learning” ranked high as a 
motivator.  

My study will explore why 
respondents learn and what 
perceived benefits result from 
learning.  
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The data in Table 4 show that both studies included college-educated adults. The 

Elderlearning study (Lamdin & Fugate, 1997) has a higher percentage of college graduates (60% 

versus 21%) which is likely attributable to their selection methods. All participants in the 

Lamdin and Fugate study were contacted through lists from Elderhostel Institutes and other 

organizations that may appeal to college-educated adults. The AARP sample (AARP, 2000a) 

includes a randomized group that is more representative of the general population. Respondents 

in the Lamdin and Fugate study ranged in age from 55-96 while those in the AARP study were 

50 years or older. AARP disaggregated by age, while Lamdin and Fugate did not. Both show that 

participants have a range of interests for learning with college-educated participants selecting the 

development of advanced skills more frequently.  

The AARP study asserts that most older adults prefer to learn in group or community 

settings. By contrast, the Elderlearning study says a majority of its respondents prefer to learn at 

home. This discrepancy may reflect the sampling differences. The Elderlearning study has a 

much higher percentage of college-educated subjects and since college-educated older adults are 

more likely to be self-directed learners, they may be more comfortable working in an 

unstructured (home) environment. My proposed research will explore this discrepancy.  

 The Elderlearning study shows that the present cohort of older adult learners is healthier, 

better educated, and more financially secure than any previous generation. They are also more 

engaged in learning than previous cohorts. Such learning clearly enhances the quality of their 

lives and keeps them active in their communities. The researchers also indicate that growth and 

development do not stop at any pre-determined age, but that cognitive capacity develops 

throughout the lifespan. Further, older adults engaged in learning are more likely to have good 

health. It is of course true that older adults who have good health are more likely to engage in 
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learning activities and opportunities, and there is no clear indication of causality. Interestingly, 

self-directed learning is the single, most prevalent mode of learning among educated older adults 

(Lamdin & Fugate, 1997). Barring organic brain disease, the researchers suggest that older 

people can actually improve their cognitive skills through learning (p. 38). “The more one is 

involved in learning activities, the more one’s ability to learn expands. Continuing learners are 

better learners” (Lamdin & Fugate, 1997). 

 Similarly, the AARP survey identifies how older adults typically learn, their “best ways” 

to learn, why they want to learn, their interests, their preferred learning formats and the amount 

they financially invest annually to learn each year. The researchers gathered data in those areas 

and disaggregated each area according to education, income, age, and gender. They found that: 

“Respondents favor learning methods that are easily accessible, that allow them to begin 
learning immediately, and that require minimal investments of time and money. Adults 
want to learn for various reasons, the most common of which are related to keeping in 
touch with themselves, their community, and their world. Most adults are interested in 
learning about topics that will help them enrich their lives” (AARP, 2000a). 
   
 
Other conclusions of the Lamdin and Fugate study reveal that older adults are learning 

“in numbers and amounts of time expended at a rate far exceeding even our original 

expectations” (p. 85). This includes both formal or institutional learning and informal or more 

self-directed, non-classroom-based types of learning. Moreover, the researchers conclude that 

learning levels and range of interests correlate closely with amount of education completed. 

Consequently, since the range of interests was broader, the desire to learn was higher and the 

habit of learning was more entrenched. These results are corroborated by the AARP study. As 

evident from this review, neither study considered the learning strategies used by any of their 

respondents including college-degreed adults.  
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stated, “It has not changed; but there are many more connections now, and many more 

references, and many more resources.” Marilyn, a 69-year-old retired nurse, summed it up 

nicely, “You had to learn then, now I learn what I want to learn.” 

 

Formal versus Self-Directed Learning 

 

The fourth question asked participants to consider their preferences for group-based or 

formal learning, such as taking classes with others, or whether they preferred independent, self-

directed learning. The specific question asked was, “Think of a topic that really interests you. 

How would you go about learning it?”  There was not a strong consensus about learning 

preferences but there are interesting emerging gender and professional preferences.  

As a sample, thirteen interviewees or 37% preferred group learning including the five 

self-identified U3A advocates. Eight interviewees or 23% preferred independent, self-directed 

learning. Thirteen interviewees or 37% explained that they used both methods depending upon 

what they were learning. (See Figure 7.) One participant did not respond to this question since he 

was called to another meeting. 
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Figure 7: 
Formal versus Self-Directed Learning 
 

 
0
2
4
6
8

10
12
14
16

Group Learning Independent Learning "It depends"  

N
um

be
r o

f R
es

po
nd

en
ts

 

 
Preferred Approach to Learning 

 

The thirteen respondents who identified learning with a group as their preference include 

nearly twice as many women as men; eight women and five men. This is 53% of the women and 

25% of the men who responded to the question. The enthusiasm for group learning among 

women was evident in Miranda, a 73-year-old retired business professional turned U3A 

advocate, who said “A small class or small group is the best way!” Similarly, Elaine, a 77-year- 

old, active social worker, said, “I need the interaction of live bodies if I’m going to be learning.” 

The ages of the group learners range from 60 to 83 and include one Hispanic, one African 

American, with the rest Caucasian. The group includes an array of individuals from all 

professions except engineering. Not one of the five engineers selected group learning as a 

preference.  

By contrast, the eight respondents who identified independent or self-directed learning 

include only one woman and seven men. This is 7% of women in the study and 37% of the men. 

Their ages range from 61 to 87. Both Asian Americans identified independent learning as their 
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preference but no additional minority participants did likewise. An equal array of professions is 

represented. Two individuals not only selected independent learning but emphasized independent 

learning at home. Bill, a 79-year-old retired engineer expressed his thoughts about learning alone 

strongly, “I hate to learn in formal classes; they’re either too slow or too fast. My learning is all 

self-directed.” Marilyn, the 69-year-old retired nurse with many interests and skills, clearly 

expressed her preference for learning at home, “At home! I definitely prefer to do my learning at 

home.” 

The 13 respondents who claimed, “it depends,” fall into two categories. The first includes 

those who explicitly stated that they used both approaches: group or formal learning and 

independent learning. The second category includes those who were more ambivalent but did say 

that it depended upon the situation. For example, Ricardo, age 73, describes how he uses 

different approaches,  

“I take some formal classes that are high interest. I like small classes as well. They may 
also be high interest but usually they are more relaxed and there is more group 
discussion. I also read and study on my own. I do like the informal. And, I love to be able 
to share the things I have learned.”  
 
 

Margaret was more ambivalent but described the multiple ways she approached learning 

depending on the situation,  

“It would depend upon what I wanted to learn. For example if I wanted to learn 
something about my computer, I would not do so out of a manual because that does not 
work for me. I not only have to see somebody do it, but have them sit beside me while I 
do it so that I know that I get it. If I wanted to learn about something that had to do with 
research on learning, then I’d plow into the Internet and get some books on the topic and 
read articles and find out who is who. If I wanted to start something like a revolution in 
political affairs, I would get together a group of people.”  
 
 
Two interviewees had unique insights into this question. Randolf, the 89-year-old retired 

engineer and adventurer, provided a developmental perspective, “I think it changes. Up until the 
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time I was 50 or 60, I would be more interested in group learning, but from 60 on it was more 

individual because you just want to hear what you want to know about. That’s done individually 

much better because you don’t want to waste your time.”  

Another unique perspective was that of Genevieve, the 66-year-old African American 

educator, who commented that her preference is for group learning but that “who is in the group” 

mattered. “I especially like learning with a small group of people. In a small group, you learn so 

much, particularly if it is a diverse group. When it is a diverse group, it enables you to have more 

than one lens. When you only come with your own views, you are limited.” To Genevieve at 

least, group learning mattered but diversity of the group mattered just as much.  

 
 
 Accommodation, Compensation, and Remediation 

 
The fifth question addressed the important topic of memory and the strategies that older, 

college-degreed adults use to accommodate, compensate, or remediate for memory decline. The 

specific question asked, “Research suggests that at some time or another, everyone has at least 

minimal memory loss. Are there any strategies you use to keep your mind sharp that you would 

be willing to discuss?” 

Before considering the responses, a review of the meaning of the terms used is warranted.  

Salthouse (1991), whose work is cited in the literature review, described three strategies to cope 

with cognitive declines. The first strategy, accommodation, refers to older adults doing what they 

do best. Some may tend to shy away from activities that stress their limits and instead focus on 

those that capitalize on their expertise, such as serving as coaches or consultants. The second 

strategy, compensation, refers to maintaining former levels of performance by altering the 

strategies used. Some examples include strategic thinking or note-taking or other memory 
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devices for what to do when. The third strategy identified by Salthouse (1991) is that of 

remediation. This refers to intervention activities to restore abilities to a previous level of 

competence such as what occurs with stroke patients. Remediation typically implies the need for 

practice, rehabilitation, or training to improve speed and reduce effort in complex tasks. 

In general, most participants acknowledged some type of memory decline and most 

simply accepted it. For example, David, a retired engineer, stated, “I just accept that we have 

some memory loss as we get older.” On the other hand, three men (Kato, an 87-year-old 

attorney; Bill, a 79-year-old retired engineer; and Oshi, a 72-year-old foreign government 

official) stated that they are unaware of significant memory loss. Trent, an 80-year-old university 

professor, initially stated, “I have been blessed with a good memory, some say infallible.” He 

goes on, however, to revisit his first thoughts. “But then sometimes I can’t remember to bring 

home a quart of milk!” This may or may not allude to memory loss. 

 In using Salthouse’s (1991) definition, the interviewees in this study never alluded to 

remediation. Not one participant suggested he or she avoided intellectual challenges in any area, 

actions possibly symptomatic of remediation. In arriving at this conclusion, not only were the 

results from this question analyzed but responses to all other questions were also reviewed to 

discern this tendency. The need for training by others or rehabilitation, termed remediation by 

Salthouse (1991), simply did not appear to exist. The interview did not address questions about 

health which could have led to discussions about remediation. This potential oversight was later 

addressed in the focus group by asking participants about their health. 

Most respondents who answered this question, which numbered 34, did address 

accommodation or compensation. Memory loss and finding ways to enhance skills is a concern 

even for the youngest participants in the study. Lewis, a 61-year-old retired teacher, said,  
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“I was always told I had a terrific memory and now I can see the edges aren’t as sharp as 
they used to be. I think continued reading helps, also math comes in—I am active in a 
national and local cribbage thing. I enjoy playing cribbage it keeps me focused as far as 
math and strategies go. I play a lot of that. That is one thing I do to keep my mind going. 
When you play cribbage tournaments you have to be focused on what you are doing. It 
helps keep my mind sharp.” 
 
Interestingly, eleven participants explicitly singled out names as the hardest thing to 

remember. David, age 69, stated, “I know my weaknesses so I keep working on them; one is 

remembering names of new people. I’ve learned to concentrate and repeat the name over and 

over again. I have worked on this and I think I’m better than I was maybe five or ten years ago.” 

In considering the strategies used by the study’s participants, they do fall into the two 

distinct types: accommodation or compensation. Examples of accommodation were taking notes 

or using mnemonic devices. Examples of compensation were intentional practices to keep the 

mind sharp. Some participants relied on accommodation strategies, some intentionally worked 

on compensation strategies, and some actively used both. (See Figure 8, “Memory 

Accommodation and Compensation Strategies.”) 

 
 
Figure 8: 
Memory Accommodation and Compensation Strategies 

Both Accommodation

Compensation

 

 
 

Twelve of the college-degreed older adults, or 35%, used accommodation strategies. 

These included taking notes, making lists, and using post-it notes to remember things. One 
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mentioned that he wrote down everything he needed to remember but he never looked at what he 

wrote; writing it was enough. Four used some type of mnemonic device, mental association, or 

visualization to compensate for memory loss, and two mentioned repetition as an effective 

strategy. There were no clear differences in age, genders, race, or profession in the types of 

compensation strategies used. 

 Ten participants, or 29%, assert that the primary way they kept their minds sharp was 

using compensation strategies such as reading, exercise, playing games, or doing crossword 

puzzles. (See Figure 9, “Types of Strategies for Memory Compensation.”) In fact, seven 

mentioned crossword puzzles specifically and five of those worked the New York Times 

crossword puzzles through the week. Other games or puzzles included bridge, cribbage, and 

strategic card games. Seven stated that reading, also a compensation strategy, kept their minds 

sharp. Kato, age 87, Margaret, age 77, and Bill, age 79, each read three or four newspapers daily. 

Additionally, two pointed out continued professional learning as a strategy to compensate for 

memory loss, two mentioned pursuing new learning as a deliberate strategy, and one, Ricardo, a 

73-year-old chiropractor, played computer games. Five stated that exercise was how they 

compensated for aging and memory loss, and three mentioned the importance of nutrition.  
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Figure 9: 
Types of Compensation Strategies for Memory Compensation 
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An example of nutrition as a strategy to compensate for memory loss came from Eve, the 

oldest participant at 98, who said, “I think that searching for new ideas is important. I learned 

from searching the Internet that green vegetables and red grapes and blueberries would help me. 

I read health e-mails, magazines, books. I have a library full. I highlight the areas I want to 

remember.” Eve was in fact describing multiple strategies: searching the Internet, finding and 

implementing nutritional advice, using diverse sources, keeping a library, and highlighting.  

Other respondents described multiple strategies to compensate for memory loss. Linea, 

age 72, explained her memory loss most clearly.  

“What I do to compensate is to learn new things, like computers, digital cameras and 
using LCD projectors, also reading a lot, being in discussion groups with a lot of people, 
trying new things that I haven’t done before, making lists to remember, trying to connect 
memory clues to people’s names because that’s what bothers me the most is not being 
able to remember people’s names.”  
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Linea continued by stating, “Maybe it’s not really worse than it used to be, but it bothers me 

more now.” Although no one else articulated this as succinctly, there was an undertone in many 

responses suggesting a similar anxiety. 

Finally, three participants replied to the issue of compensation in a contrary way: they 

kept their minds sharp by not watching television. By contrast, two respondents alluded to 

television positively, one who watched the history channel nightly and another who watched 

science programs such as those on the Discovery Channel.  

In summary, most college-degreed older adults interviewed for this exploratory study did 

experience some degree of memory loss. Most acknowledged that loss, but all took steps to 

address cognitive decline. Such steps included accommodation, compensation, or both. These 

active approaches are consistent with responses about the importance of learning. Learning in old 

age is important to seniors for many reasons; one is to address memory loss. 

 
 
Ladder-like versus Web-like Thinking 
 

 
The literature review highlighted interesting differences in cognitive functioning among 

younger and older adults. Fishcher, Zheng and Stewart (2002) use the metaphor of a web as 

opposed to a ladder to describe older adult thinking. While ladder-like thinking is sequential and 

moves from one step or rung to the next, web-like thinking according to Fishcher et al, (2002) “is 

constantly changing with multiple levels, strands, networks, and directions.” To better 

understand the thinking processes of the study participants, the sixth question stated, “Some 

researchers who study thinking and learning say that some peoples’ minds work like ladders and 
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some work like webs. Ladders refer to constructing meaning in linear or sequential ways. Webs 

interconnect things in multiple layers and multiple ways. Would you describe your thinking as 

like a ladder or like a web? Can you explain why?” 

Twenty of the 35 participants in the study, or 57%, clearly described their thinking as 

web-like. (See Figure 10, “Web-like versus Ladder-like Thinking among Males and Females.”) 

Of these 20 web-like thinkers, 13 were women and seven were men, a ratio not in proportion to 

the overall sample of 15 women and 20 men. Six of the participants or 17%, all of whom were 

men, described themselves as ladder-like thinkers. Eight of the participants or 23%, including 

two women and six men, asserted they used both kinds of thinking depending on the situation. 

One respondent, Oshi, the 72-year-old Asian government official, took a solitary stance. He said, 

“I am neither ladder-like or web-like because I do not limit my brain.” 

 
Figure 10: 
Web-like versus Ladder-like Thinking among Males and Females 
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While differences in gender are noted above, noticeable differences in professions and 

race also emerge. (See Table 12: “Web-like or Ladder-like Thinking.”) Six of seven participants 
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in the medical field, or 86%, identified themselves as web-like thinkers. The seventh said “both.” 

This suggests that 100% of the small number of medical professionals claimed to use web-like 

thinking. Similarly, nine of the 11 educators, or 82%, self-identified as web-like thinkers or both. 

Among the six engineers, however, only one specifically indicated web-like although two 

indicated “both.” Among the only six minorities in the study, not one self-identified as a ladder-

like thinker, including one engineer. 

 
Table 12: 
Web-Like or Ladder-Like Thinking 
 
Web-like, Ladder-like or 

Both 
No. Gender Age  Profession Race 

Use web-like thinking 20 13f, 7m 61-98 3B, 7Ed, 1En, 6M, 
2S, 1Mi 

2Af, 2H, 
1Na, 15C 

Use ladder-like thinking 6 0f, 6m 60-83 2B, 2Ed, 2En 6C 
Use both web-like and 
ladder like thinking 

7 2f, 6m 67-89 1B, 2Ed, 3En, 1M, 
1Mi 

1As, 6C 

_______________________________________________________________________ 
Note:  f=female, m=male, B=business, Ed=education, En=engineering, M=medicine, S=social work, 
Mi=miscellaneous, As=Asian, Af=African American, H=Hispanic, Na= Native American, C=Caucasian 

 
 

The six ladder-like thinkers deserve note. The average age of these six men was 71, 

below the average age of study participants. Their professions varied: two were teachers, one 

was an engineer, one an accountant, one a data processor, and one was a sales manager. It is 

impossible to generalize based on these data, but it should be noted that the average age of men 

identifying themselves as web-like thinkers was 76, five years older than the ladder-like thinkers. 

Professions of the two groups were similar and equally varied. David, age 69, a former engineer, 

exemplified this group by saying, “I’m a ladder, there’s no question about it. I think that’d be the 

engineering style; rather than gathering from a whole raft of information, we generally tend to 

pick a subject and work our way logically up to an end point.” Similarly, Jonas, age 73, a former 

accountant, stated, “I’d have to say I’m a ladder person and I tend to have one thing lead to 
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another. That’s part of the structured person that I am; I’m not an abstract thinker so I try to do 

things on a logical basis.” 

Others, however, like Lewis, a 60-year-old retired educator, turned professional cribbage 

player, first described himself as a ladder-like thinker but then went on to describe his ladder-like 

thinking in a more web-like way. “Ladder. I think I am more sequential in my learning. I don’t 

consider myself too mentally complex and I think the web idea is a more complex thinker. I just 

think I am pretty ladder-like. Maybe I do think in the multi-layer ways but I just don’t think of 

myself in that way.” His comments are enigmatic, but other ladder-like thinkers are noticeably 

web-like with their explanations. Perhaps Ricardo, the 73-year-old Hispanic chiropractor who 

still works six days a week, best reconciled the two perspectives. “I’d say it is a web. There is 

always ladder-learning but our brain is like a computer and whatever data you put into it is going 

to mix with all its other data and anything that is interrelated, even though you are not constantly 

thinking about it, it becomes part of the equation.” 

Of those who described their thinking as both web-like and ladder-like, perhaps Edmond, 

the 79-year-old practicing dentist, illustrated it best through a professional context.  

“Some as a ladder and some as a web. It is both, not one singular way. A ladder as you 
come through endodontics. You learn that a tooth has a problem and you learn how to 
diagnosis that problem. Then you learn how to take the patient out of pain and things like 
that and you move up through other ladders, all the way through your education. It 
becomes a series of steps that become a web where you have to learn a series of things 
out to the sides to diagnose.” 
 
 

Edmond went on to describe some rather technical dentistry that was profoundly web-like. 

Thinking for him began with a ladder, then a series of ladders, then an increasingly sophisticated 

web. This mirrors the literature on cognitive development in older adults described in Chapter 

Two of this study.  
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At least two also held unique perspectives on the question of web-like versus ladder-like 

thinking. Elaine, a 77-year-old social worker, explained her point of view, “Ah, this is what I 

would call the braided way of thinking, the many strands that I weave back and fourth.” Joan, a 

78-year-old retired business professional, expressed a similar perspective, 

“This is general but it does seem to me that anytime I have done structured learning in the 
sense it is going from one point to another point, very linear, that I will suddenly branch 
out and discover that this all connects with other directions that I have been involved in. I 
am thinking I had no idea that it was going to be like this and it is always such a turn-on-
the-lights, satisfying feeling that it’s found its spot along with other pieces of 
information.” 
 

Elaine made another singular observation regarding her “braided” way of thinking. She 

stated, “Women have many more synapses in their brains so they use a multiple disciplinary, 

web-like thinking. I call it braided thinking and I call it chain-like thinking for men, much more 

‘get busy on the task and finish it, get it done and move on to the next thing.’” She went on to 

make a more probing comment that suggests a developmental perspective.  

“I think I am moving more into that male style. I have a theory. At mid-life, I was a 
principal of a Chinese school in Malaysia for four years and became a scholar of Chinese 
philosophy and talked about the yin and the yang. I think in our early years women are 
yin but education, as it has been designed, is yang so women come more to midlife like 
yin-yang. Men are yang in their early years and their education is yang so they become 
yang-yang. Then we get into midlife and the men are aware that, ‘dear God, I missed out 
on so much here focusing strictly on the yang way of life,’ so they start reaching out in 
midlife for the yin. This is the time men become very interested in music and art. The 
women tend to be leaning to be more yang.”  
 

Data from this exploratory study suggest developmental cognitive differences as people 

age.  For example, Joseph, a 76-year-old retired business professional, stated: “I think it’s a 

combination of both web-like and ladder-like. I think earlier in my life I did more of the ladder 

but now that I don’t have to go to work, it seems like my thinking is not that structured and I 

look at some of the ways things tie together.” Linea, a 72-year-old nurse turned world traveling 
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missionary, offers a different perspective. She stated, “What you were talking about, this ladder 

versus web, its amazing how many times I have thought lately that all the experiences in my life 

are meshing, and that is definitely web-like but I would never have thought to put a name to it. 

But I can see that. Looking back, when I first started teaching web would never have entered into 

my thinking, it would have been ladder.” Several other participants described their thinking as 

both ladder-like and web-like but not in the developmental way that Elaine, Joseph, and Linea 

do.  

In summary, participants varied in their self-identification. Most saw themselves as web-

like thinkers but a few claimed to be ladder-like thinkers. The ladder-like thinkers have similar 

profiles in terms of age, gender, race, and profession. The web-like thinkers are diverse in these 

categories. The data, even though the respondents are few in number, hint at the possibility of a 

developmental perspective from ladder to web-like thinking that will be considered in the next 

chapter.  

 
New or Extended Learning 

 
The seventh question asked whether participants preferred new learning or extending 

learning in areas where they were already at ease. The question was, “Some older adults like to 

learn new things and some prefer to extend their learning in areas in which they are already 

comfortable. Do you think you tend to learn about things that you already know a lot about or do 

you try new things? Please explain.” 

Responses from the 34 who answered this question included 11 or 32% who expressed a 

marked preference for new learning, only three or 9% who specified a preference for continued 

learning in their areas of expertise, and the remainder, 20 or 59%, who indicated that both new 
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and continued learning were important to them. (See Figure 11, “New or Extended Learning 

Preferences among Older, College-Educated Adults.”) 

 

Figure 11: 
New or Extended Learning Preferences among Older, College-Educated Adults 
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Several participants thoughtfully articulated this combination of both new and continued 

learning. For example, Edmond, the 79-year-old dentist stated, “I try new things while further 

developing old stuff. The learning of new things has made it more desirable to come back and 

relearn a lot of the things I was learning in school.” Edmond was also describing the web-like 

thinking with which he identified himself above. Similarly, Genevieve, the 66-year-old African 

American university professor, described the relationship between her new versus continued 

learning in a web-like way.  

“I think that most of our learning is surface learning. The important thing for me is to not 
skim the surface. I try to learn about the depth of things. I try to integrate things and go 
deeper. I call that my ‘log’ thinking…like ‘sit on a log and reflect on it.’ Everything is 
connected to other things, so maybe I extend my learning but at the same time I’m 
learning new things.” 
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As mentioned, three interviewees expressed an explicit preference for continued learning 

in prior areas of expertise. This seemed to contradict these respondents’ answers to question 5. 

That question probed whether older adults avoid learning new things or accommodate mental 

decline by not embracing new information. Perhaps this discrepancy arose because question 5 

was not well-articulated, or, upon further reflection, the participants arrived at a different 

conclusion. Also interesting is the fact that these three who preferred studying known content 

were also among the six who claimed to be ladder-like learners. They were white males between 

the ages of 69-80, one of whom was an accountant, one an engineer, and one a professor. Jonas, 

the accountant at age 73, stated, “I probably favor the former, continued learning. I’m not much 

on expanding out and trying to learn new things.  I tend to build off what I have.” Similarly, 

Trent, age 80, the professor, commented, “I think I tend to stay with what I have known although 

I like new perspectives too. I keep learning more and more about what has always intrigued me.” 

Finally, the same was true for David, age 69, who stated,  

“I know a fair amount about woodworking, but I’m still learning more all the time. You 
never learn everything about anything but with woodworking I just keep learning. I 
subscribe to a number of technical magazines that I read and then I do hands-on things. I 
think wood working is extending my learning but actually it’s both new and continued, 
they kind of run into each other for me.”  
 
 

David was an aeronautical engineer who has worked with wood all his life, including building an 

airplane from scratch in his early sixties. He seemed to think of himself as a more ladder-like 

thinker and someone whose focus was on continued rather than new learning, however, his 

comments suggest otherwise. The same would be true for Jonas and Trent, both self-described 

ladder-like, “continued” learners who were in fact constantly learning new things in surprisingly 

web-like ways. 
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college degree did make a difference personally but several were ambivalent about saying that 

one’s quality of thinking or life was different for those without degrees.  

Twenty-six of the 34 who answered this question, or 76%, of participants asserted that an 

influence was prevalent. Six, or 18%, did not think any influence was evident in their lives. Two 

said it depended upon both the individual and his or her environment. (See Figure 13, “Feelings 

About the Importance of a College Degree.”} 

 

Figure 13: 
Feelings About the Importance of a College Degree 
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The demographic breakdown of this question provides one notable feature. The two 

primary groups, “It is important” and “It is not so important,” are balanced in terms of age, 

gender, and profession. However, racially, there is a difference. Both of the Asian participants 

and both of the Hispanic participants stated that having a college degree was not very important. 

This amounts to 67% of those who do not claim that a college degree makes a significant 

difference. As noted, this study was not structured for generalizability and yet intriguing trends 

are suggested by the data. 
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Among the majority of respondents who said that a degree was important, several offered 

insightful comments. For example, Martha, a 78-year-old retired nurse who is active in U3As, 

stated, “The more independent, structured learning in college helps your mind to think 

differently later on. I think it opens more avenues to you.” Genevieve, the 66-year-old African 

American university professor, expanded upon this idea, “Yes. It’s like a sport; because in 

college you learn the skills, all the individual skills. Once you have those, then learning is easy. 

You have to have the skills first so that learning becomes automatic. That’s how you overcome 

the barriers to learning.” 

It is noted above that a disproportionate number of minorities fall into the group which 

did not think possessing a degree made a difference in late life learning. However, the remaining 

three minority interviewees did emphasize that it mattered. For example, Henry, age 64, the artist 

turned museum curator and culture director and the only Native American in the study, stated, 

“While that education process was instilled into me approximately 40 years ago, I still embrace 

to this day that whole excitement of wanting to always learn.” Henry is not only Native 

American; he still lives on the reservation and believes deeply in the traditions of his people. He 

talked at length about the importance of education for youth and the need for role models. He 

never mentioned that, as a college-educated older Native American on the reservation, he is an 

important role model himself. As proud as he is of his college degrees, he takes even greater 

pride in his heritage. Nonetheless, he clearly recognizes that the wisdom and knowledge he holds 

and the ability to think deeply and insightfully is, in part, a product of his earlier degrees. 

Similarly, Thea, age 82, an African American teacher who still substitutes four to five 

days a week, had a singular point-of-view reflecting both her age and the culture in which she 

was raised. 

 



 129

“Did a college degree influence my learning later in life? Definitely, yes! It has in a way 
been both help and a hindrance because I started so early and so young. You know it 
wasn’t popular for women to work. They didn’t want to hire you in schools. At that time, 
in the colleges where I was teaching, they frowned on a woman dating. The black people 
didn’t trust people with college degrees, even in my own family. They became more 
receptive as I became older.”  
 

No other participant in the study suggested this unlikely possibility, that having a college 

education can demean one. Despite being rebuffed by her own family and friends, Thea 

expressed no reservations about the importance of her degrees.  

Randolf, the 89-year-old multi-talented, former aeronautical engineer, also provided a 

unique insight to this question. “No, a college degree is a method of teaching you to think. It’s 

not what you learn in college; there’s a little bit you learn but most of it is increasing your 

volume to think. At the same time it teaches you to think too fast and you make mistakes.” As 

noted previously, Randolf’s actions and even his words sometimes contradicted his initial 

responses. He answered the question in the negative but went on to talk about the importance of 

the thinking skills he developed during his college education and how fundamental they were to 

learning later in life. He was not the only respondent to make such comments. Derek, a 74-year-

old business professional, made a similar point. “I don’t know about the degree part of it, but the 

process of having a structured learning situation and being exposed and becoming aware of all 

the things you don’t know and all the things that are out there to learn was critical.”  

Hastings, the 77-year-old retired physician, now poet, had a more enigmatic response: 

“Not my medical degree, no, no it stifled me. My college degree, yes.” Hastings’ responses 

consistently focused on the importance of thinking as opposed to the importance of knowledge. 

In this way, he is representative of the majority of participants in the study. As shown in his 

comments, those of Martha, Henry, Thea, and Derek above, as well as others, the true value of a 

college education and any number of college degrees is the process of learning, not necessarily 

 



 130

the knowledge gained. The results of that process may be professionally useful, even invaluable, 

but what is most useful and valuable is learning how to learn. Jackson, the 71-year-old business 

professional turned journalist, was to the point, “Yes, because I think the main thing that you 

learn from a college education is how to learn.” 

Finally, some interviewees did not have positive experiences obtaining their college 

degrees but still acknowledged their value in retrospect. Elaine, the 77-year-old social worker, 

described the value of a college degree in more personal terms, “Absolutely it is important! Even 

though it was not a good experience for me, just the fact of having it gave me the confidence to 

label myself a learner. I know I can learn. I have a BA. It shaped my identity as a learner.”  

Martin, the 61-year-old minister, turned engineer, turned special education teacher, 

synthesized many of these comments addressing the importance of learning how to learn in 

college.  

“Yes I think having a college degree definitely does make a difference, because, at the 
very least, it brings together a community of people with some sort of goals that are 
similar to yours. I think it has influenced my learning because it has made me learn to 
learn things that I wasn’t interested in at the time.  I think it is absolutely necessary for a 
well rounded person who is going to meet many challenges.” 

 

The tenth question looked at college from a different perspective and elicited apparently 

contradictory data. As stated above, this question asked, “You probably know people who have 

not gone to college. Do you think learning might be different for them?” 

Here, only fifteen stated that having a degree did make a difference. Sixteen interviewees, 

on the other hand, expressed a clear opinion that learning is probably no different for individuals 

without a college education. Four were uncertain, unclear, or did not answer this question. (See 

Figure 14, “Does Having a College Degree Make a Difference?”) In some cases, these responses 
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contradict how participants answered the prior question so this issue was raised again in the 

focus group. A number of interviewees were either uncertain or unclear about their opinions.  

 
Figure 14: 
Does Having a College Degree Make a Difference? 
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Nine of the fifteen women, or 60%, suggested that learning might not be different for 

individuals without degrees, despite the fact that half the women responded to the previous 

question by claiming that a college degree influenced their lives positively. Seven of the 19 men 

who answered this question, or 37%, asserted that learning did not likely differ for those without 

degrees.  

On the other hand, only four women but 11 men said that it definitely did make a 

difference. In analyzing the demographic attributes of the sample, it was found that age did not 

seem to influence respondents’ opinions about this matter. By contrast, five of the six minorities 

who responded to these questions stated that it makes no difference.  

Six of the seven business professionals claimed that learning was different for those 

without a college degree, but, ironically, only three of the seven educators who answered this 

question, or 43%, agree. Both the medical professionals and the engineers were evenly divided 

 



 132

on the issue. Surprisingly, the only group where a majority of participants maintained that 

learning did not differ for lesser-educated peers was the educators.  

Some interesting perspectives emerged in response to the question about whether 

learning varied for those without degrees. One was that the ability to look at issues from multiple 

perspectives seemed more likely for those with a college education. More than one interviewee 

articulated this. Joan, age 78, stated, “One of the things about learning that I really enjoy is 

hearing different viewpoints. I guess it would be unfair to say that folks who haven’t been to 

college don’t have different viewpoints; of course they do. It’s just perhaps harder for that to 

happen.” Similarly, Derek, age 74, stated, “I think it is quite obvious when you meet someone, 

usually you can tell whether they have been to college.” And, Thelma, age 83, added a telling 

remark, “Well, all the people my age who didn’t go to college aren’t even interested in learning. 

They’re just in nursing homes and are simply not very interested.” 

Those who said that learning did not differ for degree-less peers present interesting 

arguments. Seki, the 68-year-old retired engineer turned tax expert, stated,  

“There are people at Boeing that work on the assembly line; you’d be amazed at how 
intelligent they are without any formal education beyond high school and technical 
school.  Very articulate, very thinking; Boeing just doesn’t recognize that. But think of 
what they do, they have to be smart to learn the things that they do and not get hurt doing 
it because some of that work is very difficult.”  
 

 
Carolyn, age 73, the social worker, agreed, “Learning is not different for them. If they 

really want to learn something, they are focused the same as I would be. If you are inclined to 

know about something there are all kinds of ways. People find those.” And, Elaine, the other 

social worker, age 77, made a similar comment, “Learning has to come from within, there is no 

outside push.” Jackson, the 71-year-old journalist, sums up these points of view diplomatically. 
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He stated, “I think it is probably more difficult. I think that college does give you a leg up. 

Depends on where you go, too. There are colleges and there are colleges.”  

In summary, the questions about having a college degree elicited a range of responses. 

Most stated that having a degree influenced their lives. However, over half were reluctant to state 

that learning was different for those without a college degree, and this was particularly true 

among the educators in the study. This will be further explored in the next chapter.  

 

Goals for Learning 
 
 

The eleventh question considered the learning goals of college-degreed adults over the 

age of 60. The question was, “People have different goals for their learning. Some like to use and 

apply their learning and some like to learn just for the pure joy of learning.  What do you like to 

do with your learning?” 

Distinctions emerged among those who were more and less pragmatic in their goals. 

Sixteen participants, or 45%, stated they learn simply for the joy of doing so. Ten, or 29%, say 

they want to apply their learning. Nine, or 26%, say that they do both. (See Figure 15.) 
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Figure 15: 
Goals for Learning 
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Among the 16 respondents who learn for the joy of it, exactly half were women and half 

were men. Three of the seven minorities fell into this group. The age range was 61-89. Three 

business professionals, five educators, three engineers, both social workers, and two from 

miscellaneous professions learned for the love of it. Interestingly, only one from the medical 

field shared this goal. By contrast, among the ten who wanted to apply their learning, seven were 

men and three were women. There were also three minorities in this group and a range of 

professions. 

Among the nine participants who claimed that their goal was to both experience joy and 

to find ways to apply their learning, six were men and three were women. The remaining 

minority participant was in this group and many professions were represented.  

The only noticeable group of responses that differed from the others was that all but one 

of the medical professionals fell into the category of wanting to apply their learning or to both 

apply and enjoy their learning.  
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Interesting insights about learning goals were also expressed. Four with an average age of 

84, well above the overall average, suggested a developmental perspective. For example, 

Randolf, at 89, the second oldest interviewee, said, “The joy of learning, that’s especially true 

from 60 on.” Similarly, Kato, age 87, the next oldest, said, “Because I am so old and am getting 

older, and the opportunities to apply are less, my preference is the joy of learning.” Malcolm, a 

75-year-old engineer who is currently president of his professional organization at the national 

level, said, “I would say in my earlier days it was goal directed. Now, a lot of it is for the joy of 

learning.” Finally, Cora, age 82, a semi-retired teacher, used nearly identical words, “Probably I 

would fall into that last category; the joy and the satisfaction that it brings. I don’t get as much 

chance to share it now as I might have years ago, but I do thoroughly enjoy it.” All four 

descriptions suggest that the goal of learning changes with age. 

Others in the study had a different point of view. Trent, at age 80 and also one of the 

older participants in the study, stated, “If I didn’t apply any of it at least indirectly, I wouldn’t do 

it.” Likewise, Jonas, a 73-year-old retired accountant and one of the self-identified ladder-like 

thinkers, expressed a pragmatic stance, “I’ve got a lot of knowledge that I’ve gained over the 

years; some of it I’ve gained on purpose and some I’ve just absorbed, and I like to impart that 

knowledge on other people. Why waste it?” Finally, Rosa, a 63-year-old doctor, expressed a 

preoccupation with her professional work, “In my office, the motivation to learn is just to 

provide a better service all the time with as much comprehensive health service and advice as I 

possibly can.” Jonas and Rosa, on average, are 15 years younger than those who perceived a 

developmental shift in their 80s.  

The study participants who selected both joy and application as goals for learning 

embrace both perspectives described above. For example, David, at age 69, said clearly, “I do 
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both, without a doubt. I love to learn and I feel very happy that I have a hobby that is not only 

beneficial to me but it benefits other people, so it makes me feel good.” Similarly Margaret, at 

age 77, conveyed the significance of both, “There is passion and love involved in learning but 

how I reinforce and remember the learning is by using it.” 

In fact, several of those who preferred to apply their learning or selected the “both” 

category, made statements similar to David. Their goals were to experience joy and at the same 

time to please others. Carolyn, one of the social workers, at age 73, stated, “I feel I really need to 

be a part of making life more fair for other people for whom it isn’t fair. I have joy in that. It is 

easy to find.” She clearly expressed a combined goal of joy and application as did Ricardo, the 

73-year-old doctor who stated, “It is a goal. I learn because it will help me to help people.” This 

question evoked a desire to help others more than any other in the study. In addition to Carolyn 

and Ricardo, five other participants stated a desire to help others in their responses.  

And certainly the pragmatists did express pleasure in learning. Elaine, age 77, the other 

social worker, said, “My goal in learning is for the sake of just learning but I am also a 

pragmatist. I am thrilled to death when I can find something to learn I can use.” And Rosa, the 

still practicing doctor with a scientific mind put it in mathematical terms, “Learning is both. 75% 

is how I apply it and 25% is just for the joy of learning something new, a challenge.”  

In summary, the data from this question suggest that as most college-degreed older adults 

age, their goal in learning is to experience joy. This sentiment was not just limited to those in 

their 80s and beyond, however. Martin, a former minister and now fulltime high school special 

education teacher, at age 61, provided insight from the younger end of the age spectrum, “If I 

had to have one answer, it would have to be the pure joy of learning. I might never apply a lot of 

the things, but if I pick up a book and I read it, it can open up a whole new world.”  

 



 137

One participant, Oshi, the 72-year-old former diplomat and one of only two non-U.S. 

citizens in the study, had a singular response to this question. He said that his goal in learning 

was “to know myself.” Oshi was philosophical in many of his answers, but in his own way, he 

spoke for others. Curiously, the only other non-U.S. citizen in the study, Hastings, the 77-year-

old retired physician, was also somewhat philosophical. He talked about the goal of learning 

being a reflective practice…and a joyful one at that. 

 
Beginning a Learning Experience 
 
 

The twelfth question concerned how college-degreed older adults begin a learning 

experience. The question stated, “Some people prefer to begin a new learning experience with a 

concrete, hands-on activity, while others prefer to begin with an overview such as reading about 

it. Do you prefer to begin learning by doing or to you prefer to begin by trying to understand the 

concept behind something?” 

Sixteen of the 35 interviewees, or 46%, stated that they liked to begin a new learning 

experience with an overview that usually consisted of reading about the topic in advance. (See 

Figure 16, “Approaches to Initiating Learning Showing Gender Differences.”) Ten interviewees, 

or 29%, liked beginning with a hands-on experience, or to “jump in” as several expressed. Eight 

interviewees, or 23%, claimed they liked to do both, sometimes preferring an overview and 

sometimes preferring a hands-on approach, depending on the situation.  
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Figure 16: 
Approaches to Initiating Learning Showing Gender Differences 
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There were notable gender and professional differences in response to this question. 

Twelve of the sixteen who liked an overview, or 75%, were men. All of the engineers were in 

this group. Bill, the 79-year-old retired engineer, was concise in describing this point of view, 

“Concepts first; the doing is more or less just fixing things.” Trent, the 80-year-old English 

professor, used almost identical language, “I like to understand the concept. Then the other takes 

over.” Henry, the 64-year-old Native American artist and museum director, succinctly stated the 

point of view of those who prefer to begin learning with a conceptual overview, “I begin with an 

overview. I read, analyze, understand the parameters; ask what is its purpose or function, what is 

it supposed to do; that is how I generally approach things. I’ve got to understand what it is first.” 

Hastings’ comments exemplified the increased time he has for beginning a new learning 

experience: “If I get new ideas, I read about something for a week and then find out what it is all 
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about. Much more in depth exploration than I used to be.” Among the sixteen who preferred an 

overview such as “reading about it,” the ages ranged from 64-89. Three minorities and all five 

engineers are included in this group. In addition, there are multiple professions represented. 

For the women, only four or 25% preferred an overview. For example, Marilyn, a retired 

teacher stated how she preferred to initiate learning with an experiential approach, “Hands on, 

definitely.” Linea, the 72-year-old nurse practitioner turned missionary, expressed a similar view 

but with some ambivalence, “I don’t have time, I just jump into it. I think intellectually I’d like 

to be better prepared but emotionally I jump into things.” Richard, the still working doctor at 73, 

expresses no ambivalence, “I always learn more by doing. I think that for me that is the best 

way.” 

Five of the ten who liked a hands-on approach to learning were men and five were 

women; numbers more consistent with the overall sample. Among the ten, ages ranged from 60-

87. There was one minority in this group and multiple professions represented. 

Six of the eight who preferred both overview and hands-on approaches, depending on the 

situation, were women while only two were men. Their ages ranged from 63-98. Two minorities 

were in this group. There were four educators, two medical professionals, one business 

professional, and one social service worker. Thea, age 83, spoke for many in this category. “I’ve 

always been taught to do both. I like to learn by doing but I also have to know the background of 

what I’m doing and why I’m doing it.” Joan was concise in describing new learning from the 

point of view of someone who preferred to begin with different approaches depending on the 

situation. Joan, the 78-year-old retired business professional, stated, “Gosh I do it both ways.” 

Edmond, the dentist, was more reflective but expressed a similar point of view, “It is a little 

sprinkling of both. The compilation of reading about something or thinking about something and 
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seeing it, and then wanting to get your hands in there because by getting your hands in there 

enough,  you then become a person to utilize it.” 

In summary, many college-degreed, older adults prefer to begin learning with a 

conceptual overview, but many favor starting with hands-on experiences. Although the sample is 

small, it is noteworthy that more men preferred an overview, while more women preferred to 

begin experientially. Among professions, it is again noteworthy that all five engineers preferred 

to begin with an overview, while all other professions are evenly distributed in their choices. 

 

Creativity and Aging 
 
 
 This study also sought to explore creativity and how older, college-degreed adults 

perceive their creative expression. The thirteenth and fourteenth interview questions addressed 

these topics. The thirteenth question was more theoretical in nature and asked about creativity in 

general while the fourteenth question personalized the concept by asking participants for 

examples of their individual creative expression after 60 years of age, if any were evident.  

The first question about creativity stated, “Charles H. Fisher is a 98 -year-old chemist 

who is still discovering new relationships in chemical structures. Grandma Moses began painting 

at the age of 70 and was still creating masterpieces at 88. Do you think creativity is affected by 

aging? If so, in what ways?” 

An amazing thirty-one of the 35 participants in the study, or 89%, asserted that they 

became more creative, or at least stayed as creative as they had ever been, while they aged. Four, 

or 11%, claimed that they had never been creative or were less creative in their older years. (See 

Figure 17, “Creativity among Older, College-Degreed Adults.”) 

 

 



 141

Figure 17: 
Creativity among Older, College-Degreed Adults 
 

All 15 women in the study responded to this question in the affirmative. Not one considered 

herself less creative in later life. Among the men, sixteen similarly answered in the affirmative 

while four, or 20%, asserted that they were not more creative or that they had never considered 

themselves creative in the first place. Elaine, the 77-year-old social worker, therapist, and trainer, 

offered a thoughtful response from a woman’s perspective.  

“For women I think it depends on how they age. I think I am becoming more creative in 

r to 

Elaine’s remarks echo developmental issues that coincide with other study questions. These 

issues will be further explored in the following chapter.  

 Others talked in more general terms about the experience of creativity in later life. 

Margaret, a 77-year-old educator, program developer, and consultant, talked about the 

excitement of creativity.   

 

More creative in 
late life

89%

Less creative in 
late life

11%

the sense that I am seeing the depth of things more than I did before. I was very 
interdisciplinary; I took things from all different disciplines and put them togethe
create different ways. Now I am saying there is a lot of depth I missed in all this. By 
looking deeper, I think I am coming out of a broad background. I think there is a real 
potential for creating something new by digging deeper.”  
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“It just gets richer because the more you know and the more you’ve experienced, the 
more doors open for you. I think creativity has to do with having a very open flexible 
mind that can see many different applications and many different avenues for using what 
you know and putting it together in new ways. I think I am more creative now than ever.” 
 
 

Malcolm, a 75-year-old engineer, who recently became a talented harmonica player, echoed 

Margaret’s sentiments: “I think creativity is enhanced with aging.”  

 Several respondents talked about the motivation to be creative. For example, Eve, the 

oldest participant at 98, stated, “I think that it’s very important to keep going if you intend to be 

creative. This work I’m doing now appeals to me and so it gives me new ways to create.” Rosa, 

35 years younger, has similar observations. “My only thought on creativity is that, as you get 

older, you have the freedom and the time to explore all your gifts and then express them.” 

Edmond, the 77-year-old dentist, addressed the relationship of learning and creativity, “As you 

learn, you become more creative.” And, Ricardo, the chiropractor who recently has learned to ski 

and to play computer games, echoed his thoughts, “Yes, I am more creative because I have more 

experience.”   

There may also be a downside of aging in relation to creativity. Randolf, at 89, noted, 

“Mentally I am more creative, but physically no. When we get older, there are many things 

physically we can’t do anymore.” Janine, 22 years younger, concurs, “Some aging probably 

enhances creativity. In other ways, with aging, I think people stop creating. I would hope that I 

would stay in the middle of the road and continue to be able to create something new.”  

Hastings, the retired physician turned poet had a unique perspective,  

“Creative activity is affected by age to a different degree. I’ve known a lot of people who 
have become creative at an older age. I wasn’t creative until I got everything rearranged 
in my noggin. After having a stroke, I became much more creative. Left-brain used to 
dominate and now right brain dominates.”  
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This surprising comment came two hours into the interview. He was an articulate and insightful 

speaker who showed no effects of a stroke. Stroke or not, he represented a large majority of 

college-degreed older adults in this study who believed that creativity is not affected by aging. 

The fourteenth question also related to creativity but in less theoretical terms. It asked, 

“Think of a learning experience you have had in recent years. Do you think you approached it in 

a creative, unique, or original way, developed it in a creative way, or somehow extended it in a 

creative way?” 

 Responses to this question were diverse and fell into eleven categories. These categories 

are listed in Table 13, “Areas of Creativity,” with the number and gender of respondents noted. 

Several individuals gave more than one example of recent creativity and some individuals gave 

no examples so the numbers in Table 7 do not correspond one-to-one with the number of study 

participants.  

 

Table 13: 
Areas of Creativity 
 

Area of Creativity 
 

Men Women 

Hobbies or crafts 1 5 
Writing 2 2 
Program development 4 1 
Gardening 0 1 
Teaching 0 3 
Designing 1 3 
Technology 3 2 
Music  1 0 
Reading 1 0 
Ongoing professional work 1 0 
Travel 1 0 
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Twenty-one participants identified creative experiences in the 11 categories. Eleven of the 21 

were women, or 73%, of the female participants. Ten of the 21 were men, or 50%, of the male 

respondents. The 11 women perceived themselves as creative in seven categories. The 10 men 

identified themselves in more categories, a total of 11. In other words, fewer men claimed to 

have had creative experiences but of those who did, they named a broader range of creative 

expression.  

 There were other gender differences as well. More women than men liked to engage in 

hobbies or crafts and teaching while more men identified program development as a creative area 

of interest. (See Table 13.) 

 Among the 14 respondents who did not identify any recent examples of creative learning, 

ten were men and four were women. Overall, the men were from the fields of engineering, 

medicine, law, and business, fields not ordinarily associated with creativity, at least in the artistic 

sense. In general, the women were more highly represented in the fields of education and social 

work, fields where at least certain kinds of creativity might be considered the norm. These 

gender differences will be further explored in the last chapter.  

 
Benefits of Learning 
 
 

The fifteenth question in the interview addressed one of the fundamental aspects of the 

study, the benefits of learning. The question stated, “There is considerable speculation about 

whether older adults perceive benefits from staying involved in learning. What is your opinion 

about whether learning is beneficial for older adults?  Do you think you have realized any 

benefits from your learning? If so what are they?” 
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Thirty-four of the 35 college-degreed older adults in the study responded to this question. 

The one who did not respond had the interview interrupted by an urgent matter. Of the 34 who 

did answer, 100% did so affirmatively, stating that learning was beneficial. Additionally, all 34 

acknowledged that they experience some benefit although a few did not specify exactly what the 

benefit was. For example, Kato, the still active attorney at age 87, answered the question 

somewhat vaguely: “For me, at least, learning is compelling and certainly beneficial.” 

The benefits that respondents did articulate varied. (See Figure 18, “Types of Benefits 

from Learning.”) Most participants identified at least two and frequently even three or four types 

of benefits. Twenty-four respondents, or 71%, stated that they experienced some form of 

intellectual stimulation, increased mental alertness, or open-mindedness. Twenty, or 59%, stated 

that they experienced positive physical benefits suggesting that they believed they were healthier 

as a result of learning. Nineteen, or 56%, stated that they experienced social benefits. Three of 

those 19 emphasized social benefits as being able to take courses at U3As which they described 

as interactive, social events. Thirteen, or 38%, stated that the primary benefit they experienced 

from learning was emotional or psychological. Two of these 19, mentioned spiritual benefits, 

both in the context of emotional/ psychological benefits. 
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Figure 18: 
Benefits from Learning 
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As noted, several participants identified multiple benefits from learning. For example, 

Genevieve, age 66, stated, “I think learning is beneficial for older adults. It is what has kept me 

engaged, mentally sharp. Also socially and emotionally, learning gives you confidence in social 

situations.” And Thea at age 83 who said, “The benefit is personal. It’s not financial. Mentally, 

physically, socially, in all of those ways learning is beneficial. I just feel better about myself 

because of my learning.” 

In all four categories, mental, physical, emotional/psychological, and social, the age 

range was similar, young-old through old-old. Similarly, in all four categories, there were no 

significant gender differences: 12 men and 12 women specified mental benefits. Nine women 

and 11 men identified physical benefits. Eleven men and eight women expressed social benefits, 
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and nine men and five women noted emotional/psychological benefits. Also, there were no racial 

differences; minority respondents fell evenly into all four categories.  

Finally, in terms of profession, there was a fairly even distribution. (See Table 14, 

“Distribution of Professions Identifying Benefits of Learning.”) The only notable exceptions 

were the relatively high number of business professionals, six, mentioning social benefits; and 

the relatively high number of medical professionals, six, mentioning physical benefits.  

 
 
Table 14: 
Distribution of Professions Identifying Benefits of Learning 
 

 Mental 
Benefits 

Physical 
Benefits 

Social Benefits Emotional/Psychological 
Benefits 

Business 
professionals 

5 3 3 6 

Educators 8 4 6 3 
Engineers 2 3 3 2 
Medical 
professionals 

5 6 5 2 

Social 
workers 

1 2 1 0 

Miscellaneous 1 1 1 0 
Totals 22 19 19 13 

 
 

Five participants in the study stated without equivocation that learning experiences 

benefited them by making them more excited about life. These five were included in the 

“Emotional/Psychological” category. Two others stated that the main benefit of learning was that 

it made them more confident which was also considered an emotional/psychological benefit. One 

stated it improved his ability to interact in engaging ways with his extended family because he 

has so much to discuss with them. This was included in the “Social Benefits” category. Another 

said it helped her stay in touch with the world. This was also included in the “Social Benefits” 
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category because she also commented that she “discusses what she learns about world events 

with her friends and family.” 

Finally, six participants in the study emphasized how the physical and mental were 

related, or how the “mind, body, spirit” were one, and claimed that they benefited from learning 

in this holistic sense. Margaret, age 77, articulated this most succinctly,  

“Yes, learning is critically important because it keeps me mentally and physically more 
healthy. The mind-body-spirit connection is so important throughout life. I play tennis 
two times a week and do stretching exercise every day. The physical has so much to do 
with the mental.” And Trent, age 80, synthesizes it nicely, “The benefits are intellectual, 
the consequence may be emotional.” 
 
 
A handful, however, were unclear about the specific benefits of learning, but were certain 

they exist. Elaine, the social worker, stated, “I cannot imagine not learning. It is my reason for 

being. It is who I am, I am a learner. It is my identity. It has enabled me to be much more alive 

than if I hadn’t been a learner.” Likewise, Hastings, the physician, said, “Certainly it is 

beneficial, oh yes. I am outwardly a more interesting person because I read up on every subject.” 

In summary, all participants in the study who answered this question acknowledged 

benefits from learning in their 60s, 70s, 80s, and 90s. Such benefits fell into four categories: 

mental, physical, social, and emotional/psychological. There were no striking demographic 

differences among these responses other than the two professional anomalies noted. The 

implications of these differences will be further considered in the discussion of the results.  

 
 
Wisdom 
 
 
 Two additional questions were added during the first interview of the pilot study. Both 

questions were then included in all subsequent interviews. The first emerged spontaneously 
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during the interview with Cora, the 83-year-old retired teacher and the first interviewee. The 

question was, “What are your thoughts about wisdom?” The second question had to do with 

plans for future learning. Since the pilot group participants were such active and involved 

learners, it seemed likely that they planned to continue their learning. Since the pilot 

interviewees responded quickly and positively to this final question, it too was added to the 

interview protocol.  

The Random House Unabridged Dictionary (1993) defines wisdom as “knowledge of 

what is true and right coupled with just judgment as to action…” Responses to the question about 

wisdom were varied and thoughtful. The college-degreed older adults in this study reflect that 

definition and expand upon it. There were few patterns or common themes in the responses in 

terms of age, sex, race, or profession…but there was considerable wisdom.  

Four general themes emerged in response to this question. First, some participants related 

wisdom to knowledge, either equating wisdom and knowledge or indicating a distinction 

between the two. Second, some associated wisdom with experience; some asserted that wisdom 

comes from experience while others said they develop together. Third, some pointed out the 

social implications of wisdom. The fourth was a more eclectic category and included 

perspectives that were philosophical, global, and multicultural. 

 Five respondents in all demographic areas noted the distinction between wisdom and 

knowledge. Derek, age 74, was direct, “Wisdom isn’t the same as knowledge.” Three others took 

a differing position stating that wisdom and knowledge are inseparable. For example, Jonas, age 

73, stated, “I guess it would tie back to gaining knowledge as you go along and imparting it to 

other people. If you feel like you’ve got something to impart then I think you feel you’ve got a 

little wisdom to pass on to others so it’s a knowledge base you’re passing on.” Seki took wisdom 
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one-step further by saying that it was not just knowledge but the application of that knowledge. 

“You would think that as you age, you would exhibit more wisdom because you have so much 

background knowledge. But, I don’t think everyone is able to project that knowledge in a useful 

way and I’m not quite sure why.” 

 The second theme connected wisdom with experience. Ricardo, age 73, said, “I see 

things a lot more clearly. Because of my age and experience, I would respond differently than I 

would have at 20 or 25.” Other perspectives on wisdom combined knowledge and wisdom. Cora, 

age 82, for example, stated in the initial interview, “I don’t know whether I’d call it wisdom or 

experience. Of course they’re first cousins; wisdom and experience. I don’t think wisdom comes 

early, intellect may come when you’re younger, but I don’t think wisdom comes until you get 

older; until you’ve had all that experience.” Carolyn, age 73, also related wisdom to experience 

but offered a more relativistic point of view, “Well, I think it develops with experience. I think 

sometimes what seems like a wise thing to me might not be a wise thing to someone else because 

we all have our own frame of reference.”  

 Some respondents said that wisdom comes only with age, but others said it could come at 

any age. Margaret is inclusive,  

“I think it does come from a long life of experience and learning and facing catastrophe 
and tragedy and coping with challenges of many different kinds. Then perhaps one can 
make wise decisions based on that context. I think that compassion, sensitivity to the 
feelings of others, ethics, and a feeling of responsibility for one's actions are also part of 
it.  Also a sense of humor is essential; and willingness to play with ideas.” 
 
 
The third theme included five responses to the question about wisdom, again crossing 

demographic categories, which address its social implications. Genevieve, stated, “When I think 

about a person who is wise, it’s a person you are comfortable with, someone who doesn’t put 

you on the spot, who doesn’t make your weaknesses seem bigger, someone who can really hear 
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you and be able to see those connections with you.” Similarly, Hastings said, “Wisdom is the 

ability to get along with people and see the goodness in them.” 

The fourth theme addressed the more philosophical, intellectual, and global perspectives 

on wisdom. Genevieve, age 66, tied wisdom to web-based thinking, “Wisdom is about making 

connections.” Rosa, age 63, is global in her description of wisdom, “There has to be wisdom 

associated with peace. There has to wisdom associated with generosity. There has to be wisdom 

in how you love people. There has to be wisdom about life choices. There has to be wisdom in 

your relationships. So, I think the need for wisdom is a constant need. I think some people get it 

much younger than others. I think it depends on your life’s experiences.” 

 Jackson, age 71, was philosophical, “I believe that it is never fixed. It is constantly 

evolving and depending on society it takes different casts. The existentialists believe that so far 

as human beings can determine, there is no meaning to life. Therefore it is up to each of us as 

individuals to give life meaning. We do that by a series of choices and decisions. We must be 

responsible.” 

 Finally, Linea, age 72, provided a multicultural perspective. “When I was in Africa, there 

was an older African gentleman at a meeting who wanted to hear the wisdom of the oldest 

person in the room. After that person spoke, he wanted to hear the wisdom from the youngest 

person in the room. So wisdom is bred, I think, with all ages, but you have to collect wisdom 

with age. It would be sad if you didn’t. Wisdom is a gift and some people have more than 

others.”  

 There was no single viewpoint that emerged in response to the question, but there was 

considerable insight. Perhaps Randolf, at 89, the second oldest participant in the study defined it 
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most succinctly. “Each of us has wisdom in a special way.” The relationship of wisdom to 

learning among college-degreed older adults will be further explored in the final chapter.  

 

Future Learning 
 

 
The final question, again spontaneously emerging in the initial interview had to do with 

plans for future learning. It asked, “What plans do you have for future learning?” Twenty-seven 

of the 35 participants answered this question. Seven interviewees did not answer this question 

because the interview was winding down or they were tired. For the 27 who did answer the 

question, their responses were strikingly similar to responses to the very first question about 

recent learning.  

Those responses fell into eight categories: history, geography and travel; ongoing 

professional work; taking classes; learning new skills; world affairs; technology; genealogy, and 

miscellaneous. (See Table 15, “Categories of Future Learning.”) No clear distinctions emerged 

in terms of age, sex, race, or profession, however, all eight match categories of recent learning 

that surfaced in response to the first question. What was interesting is that many individuals 

shifted to new categories that others had previously specified. For example, Margaret, age 77, 

mentioned history for future learning but did not list history as recent learning; Carolyn, age 73, 

mentioned genealogy for future learning but did not list it as recent learning; and Miranda, age 

73, mentioned learning the piano as a goal but had not listed the arts or new skills when asked 

about her recent learning. None of the interviewees had heard responses from other interviewees, 

yet they identified similar topics of interest to pursue.  
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Table 15: 
Categories of Future Learning 
 

Categories Identified Number 

History, geography and travel 10 
Ongoing professional work 9 
Taking classes 4 
Leaning new skills; e.g., piano, 
painting, writing 

4 

World affairs 2 
Technology 2 
Genealogy  2 
Miscellaneous; e.g., science, yoga, 
finance, sky diving  

7 

 

Those interested in history, geography and travel stated an interest in all three. In other 

words, respondents were eager to learn about new places in anticipation of traveling there. For 

example, Robert, age 67, stated, “I hope to learn more about our United States because we’re 

going to start doing more traveling within the U.S.” Ricardo, age 73, reflects the thoughts of 

many who expressed an interest in continued professional learning, “There are some professional 

courses I want to take. That’s going to take probably two to three years before I complete them.” 

Genevieve, age 66, was inclusive. She combined an interest in history and travel with ongoing 

professional work as well as world affairs in her plans for future learning, “To explore 

educational systems in South Africa, especially in regards to literacy. How does it fit into the 

whole picture of the world?”  

Finally, Eve, the oldest participant in the study at 98, put her future learning in 

perspective: “Well, I don’t intend to stop learning. I have been a field tester for student test study 

books. I have done them for over 15 years and plan to keep doing them. That is an interesting 

thing. It keeps my mind working. You have to think to do that. I intend to keep doing it.”  
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The data emerging in this study suggest that learning is not only an integral part of the lives of 

college-degreed older adults it is also a significant part of their future plans. This too will be 

discussed in the following chapter.

 
Section 3: Focus Group 

 
 

The focus group was held in a hotel conference room on the afternoon of October 30, 

2005. Nine participants in the study agreed to attend based on telephone invitations, but only six 

arrived. (See Table 16 for demographic characteristics of those in attendance.) The average age 

of the attendees was 72. Two were female and four were male. One Hispanic woman attended 

while the rest were Caucasian. Professions included two educators, two engineers, one business 

professional, and one chiropractor.  

 

Table 16: 
Demographic Attributes of Focus Group Participants 
 

Name Age Gender Race  Profession 
Bill 79 M C Engineering 
Joseph 76 M C Business 
Leah 73 F C Education 
Malcolm 75 M C Engineering 
Robert 67 M C Education 
Rosa 63 F H Medicine 
 

The purpose of the focus group was to crosscheck the interview data with a methodology 

that could elaborate upon the study’s purposes of understanding learning among older, educated 

adults. Six focus group questions were identified after an initial review of the interview data. 

These questions were open-ended in nature and intentionally addressed 9 of the 17, or more than 

half of the interview questions. These nine were considered fundamental to the study and 
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included numbers 1, 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 8, 11, 12, and 15. (Please see Appendix D, “Interview 

Questions” for the list of questions in the initial interviews for this study.)  

The interview questions that were omitted were numbers 4, 9, 10, 12, 13, 14, 16, and 17. 

Informative and consistent results had already been provided for questions four and 12, formal 

versus self-directed learning and conceptual versus “hands-on” preferences. Probing further 

about how study participants go about these two approaches to learning would not necessarily be 

strengthened by group discussion. Likewise, questions nine and 10 about the significance of 

college degrees lacked controversial data with the exception of minority respondents who 

thought degrees did not matter all that much. Since minority respondents were few in number, it 

is unwarranted to overemphasize their assertions. Questions 13 and 14, both regarding creativity, 

though interesting, were not central to the study’s purposes of cognitive strategies employed by 

older adults and the benefits from continued learning. Questions 16 and 17 on wisdom and future 

learning goals were omitted for similar reasons.  

The professional transcriber of the interviews attended the focus group and took notes as 

the discussion unfolded. In addition, the session was taped and later transcribed. Twenty to thirty 

minutes was allotted per question.  

Focus group responses were analyzed by reading the transcript and notes and comparing 

responses from each participant to the original data in their interviews. Responses of individual 

participants were matched with those of the interviews and analyzed for similarities, differences, 

and elaboration. Also, collective responses generated by the group as a whole were studied to 

determine if new insights and observations were provided. While the data from the interviews 

were analyzed with numbers, percentages, and visual displays, that of the focus group is 
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narrative in structure. This retains the spirit of the focus group methodology and reflects the 

interaction among the study participants.  

The meeting began with introductions, an overview of the study, and a summary of initial 

results. The purpose and structure of the afternoon session was explained. Participants appeared 

eager to participate. The first question that integrated numbers 1, 2, 7, 8, 11, and 15 from the 

interviews asked participants how central learning was to their lives. This open-ended question 

addressed recent learning, the importance of learning, new or extended learning, motivation, 

goals, and benefits of learning.  

 
 

Recent Learning and the Importance of Learning 
 
 

The group readily began a discussion of their recent learning experiences. Robert, the 67-

year-old teacher started it off: “You know, I’m still enthused by what I’m learning. I have a 

confidence about taking on jobs that I would never have had at a younger age. I just like to 

absorb information. I stay up too late at night and watch the history channel and I don’t want to 

be sedentary but there’s lots of ways to gain information and talking for me and listening are 

really good ways for me to learn.” Robert’s comments provided additional insight into the 

difference between learning at a younger age and learning after 60. His remark about confidence 

shows a new emotional benefit of learning. This had not been mentioned in his interview and it 

offered an important elaboration.  

Malcolm, age 75, also referred to the benefits of learning in his reply to Robert, “I think 

there is an underlying, I don’t know how you describe it, something in my background that I just 

wanted to learn more about some particular thing. I don’t want to become stagnant.” His 

comments reflect previous data about the benefits of learning. Malcolm also offered some new 
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information about his recent learning: “I would say that the learning experience in directing my 

national engineering organization since I retired was people management; learning to 

communicate with people from Asia and Europe and to interface with them and exchange ideas 

and getting everyone’s cooperation with joint events and things like that.” Malcolm had not 

shared these experiences in the interview and they showed the breadth of his recent learning that 

involved intercultural communication. 

Rosa, age 63, also offered new information about her recent learning:  

“I am on the Board of Directors of the World Chiropractic Alliance. I am on the 
International Spinal Health Institute. We established the first chiropractic clinic in 
Vladivostok, Russia. I was the only chiropractor on the White House Commission on 
Complimentary and Alternative Medicine Policy appointed by President Bill Clinton. I 
am on the Council for Chiropractic Practice that developed the guidelines for chiropractic 
practice. My work is my passion.” 
 
 

As in the original interviews, these types of experiences demonstrate how central learning is to 

Rosa, Malcolm, and others with rich learning experiences after 60. 

Lawrence too provided new information about his recent learning: “I built myself a data 

base on all the countries of the world and a bunch of statistics on each country so I can sort them 

according to various factors. I sort them in terms of economy, population, population density, 

size of the country, per capita, who is the richest.” And Joseph and Leah emphasized how 

historical and geographical learning were important because both of them loved to travel. Leah, 

age 73, stated, “You gain an interest in the world or your surroundings or subjects that interest 

you, then you go there and it’s amazing.” Joseph, age 76, stated, “You learn over and above just 

going to a class when you travel.” These were also new perspectives that had not been articulated 

previously. The participants built upon each other’s comments and contributed new insights.  
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Together, these comments support the notion that learning is significant for educated, 

older adults. Table 17, “The Centrality of Learning in the Lives of Older, College-Degreed 

Adults,” below captures the essence of comments from study participants during the early part of 

the focus group. Their remarks echo their interview questions. For example, the second interview 

question asked about the importance of learning. Participants claimed: “It’s absolutely 

everything.” “Learning is what I do.” “That is my work.” “Learning is my life.”  

 
 
Table 17: 
The Centrality of Learning in the Lives of Older, College-Degreed  Adults 
 

Focus Group 
Participant 

Centrality of Learning Among Focus Group Participants 

Bill Extensive work on his economic database revealed centrality of learning 
Joseph Importance of studying history and geography before travel showed 

importance of learning and motivation to learn new things 
Leah Descriptions of the importance of reading, learning and travel re-

affirmed benefits of learning on one’s physical health and well-being 
Malcolm Work with national and international professional organizations after 

retirement showed how “an active alert mind keeps you healthier” 
Robert Continued excitement about learning and motivation for learning 

demonstrated emotional benefits of learning 
Rosa Extensive ongoing professional learning and travel showed that recent 

learning plays a key role in her life 
 
 
Similarly, when contrasting focus group responses with those from the interview about 

motivation (question 8), goals (question 11), and benefits (question 15), consistent comments 

were evident in both methodologies. Rather than finding contradictions, the data that emerged 

served to elaborate upon emotional benefits and a range of new learning activities. 
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Web-like versus Ladder-like Thinking 
 

 
 After a half hour of time, the participants were asked to consider the second question. 

This probed why respondents thought there was a significant preference for web-like thinking 

during the interviews. This question encompassed web-like versus ladder-like thinking as well as 

crystallized intelligence described in the third and sixth interview questions. It was interesting to 

observe the focus group discussion. Previously, twenty of the 30 interview participants clearly 

described their thinking as web-like, but in the focus group new perspectives emerged. Lawrence 

introduced a new concept: “Where does random thinking come in?” This inspired other 

responses including Rosa’s who offered another alternative: “To me, it is more like when you 

drop a pebble in the water and it makes increasingly larger concentric circles. I would call it 

concentric thinking.” Leah then applied this concept to her learning, “One example of this kind 

of thinking would be the learning I’ve had in the classes I take and the travel and how it relates to 

other things that I read or things that are happening in the world.”  

 Joseph listened attentively to the conversation and jumped in with what seemed like a 

personal epiphany: “I worked for all of these different companies and took what I learned from 

one to the next. At the time, they seemed independent of each other but they grew into this entire 

web of experience and knowledge.”  This was a much broader and more comprehensive response 

than what Joseph provided in the interview. 

 Both Malcolm and Robert seemed to contradict assertions in their interviews, but in 

opposite ways. In the interview, Malcolm described himself as a ladder-like thinker but in the 

focus group, he stated, “Well, college was certainly a more ladder-like experience for me with 

some of that random thinking thrown in…but I always wanted to do more web-like thinking.” 

He never mentioned, but did imply, that he had become more web-like.  
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Robert, on the other hand, described himself in the interview as a web-like thinker but in 

the focus group maintained, “I understand the web concept, but if I’m going to be doing 

something, I want it to be done one step at a time. I don’t want to have a whole concept and then 

try to tie it all together.” Later, he went on to acknowledge that he probably was more web-like 

but still seemed less convinced than during the interview.  

 The focus group participants noted that they were learning things they wanted to in later 

life rather than what they were required to as younger adults. As mentioned earlier in this 

chapter, during the interviews, 89% of the respondents said learning changed as they aged. 

Previously, learning was required, prescribed, and career-oriented. As noted in the focus group, 

learning became more interconnected and multi-dimensional, a repeat and extension of what had 

been stated previously about crystallized intelligence.  At age 76, Joseph, said, “When I was 

younger, I had less to build on and less to inquire about.” Malcolm completed his thought by 

exclaiming, “Back then, you relied on your instructors, but now I can utilize the tools I 

developed for learning. They have taken the place of classroom instructors.” 

A summary of responses to this question is presented in Table 18, “Descriptions of the 

Thinking in Older, Educated Adults.” The table captures the contradictions of Malcolm and 

Robert with their previous interview assertions as well as interesting new descriptors of the 

thinking used by older, educated adults as “concentric” and “random.”  
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Table 18: 
Descriptions of the Thinking in Older, Educated Adults 
 

Focus Group 
Participant 

Descriptions of Thinking 

Bill Introduced idea of “random thinking”  
Joseph Applied web-like thinking to his entire professional career 
Leah Applied the concept of concentric thinking to life experiences 
Malcolm Described web-like thinking contradicting his interview statements 
Robert Described ladder-like thinking contradicting his interview statements 
Rosa Introduced idea of  “concentric thinking”  

 
 

Strategies for Dealing with Memory Loss 

 

The fourth focus group question had to do with memory, and paraphrased the fifth 

interview question addressing accommodation, compensation, and remediation. Rosa responded 

first: “If you don’t work your mind, if you don’t think, if you don’t study and exercise, then I 

think you become mentally lazy.” She went on to describe how ardently she worked at keeping 

her mind active to minimize memory loss. Malcolm concurred, “I think an active alert mind is 

what matters.” Joseph followed stating that he read extensively for the same reason: “I keep on 

learning so I don’t go to the store and forget something.” Leah emphasized the importance of 

exercise in mitigating memory loss, consistent with her interview comments. Ironically, Bill 

offered a new perspective on his learning: “I don’t consciously fear the loss of mind. I don’t do 

anything for the purpose of preserving my brain.” He went on to explain that he doesn’t learn for 

the sole intent of preserving his memory, rather he learns because he loves learning. He later 

agreed that it perhaps did minimize memory loss. Bill was one of the three participants who 

described himself in the interview as not having any memory loss and said that his wife would 

also claim he had a perfect memory.  
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Robert, among the most sociable in the focus group, was more candid in this environment 

than in the interview. He was the only participant who shared a different perspective publicly. He 

stated, “I’m really noticing that in the last year or two years I’m forgetting names regularly or I 

go to the store to buy something and I’m not sure what it was that I came to buy. So, I work off 

of lists all the time.” He had not expressed this concern about memory loss previously.  

Four of the six respondents noted that they did crossword puzzles avidly to retain mental 

sharpness. This compensation strategy had also been mentioned in the interview questions. 

Interestingly, just as Rosa had begun the conversation, she also brought it to a close. She talked 

about the important role of food supplements to detoxify the body. The purpose of this she 

claimed was to avoid Alzheimer’s. At this point, the discussion ended. The results of this 

question are summarized in Table 19, “Strategies to Improve Memory Among Focus Group 

Participants.” 

 
Table 19: 
 Strategies to Improve Memory among Focus Group Participants 
 
Focus Group 
Participant 

Strategies to Improve Memory 

Bill Explained he “doesn’t do anything” to preserve memory…but reads prolifically. 
Joseph Described extensive new learning and travel as antidote to memory loss. 
Leah Re-affirmed that physical exercise helps preserve memory. 
Malcolm Expressed significance of ongoing learning and mental activity. 
Robert Described some concerns about recent memory loss and uses lists.  
Rosa Emphasized how mental exercise is fundamental to a healthy memory. 
  

 

Question five in the interviews found all but three of the 35 respondents acknowledged 

some kind of memory loss, and in the focus group all but one of the six acknowledged the same. 

The exception was Bill who remained adamant he had not experienced any decline. None in the 

interviews or in the focus group used remediation strategies that included rehabilitation. The 
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majority of participants in the interviews said they used compensation strategies such as list 

making which was mentioned again in the focus group. In the focus group, however, they 

quickly moved from list making, a compensatory strategy, to discussing accommodation 

techniques. These included reading, traveling, exercising, nutrition, and crossword puzzles. Such 

responses mirrored the data from the interview questions without much elaboration. The 

unwillingness to deepen the discussion could have been due, in part, to Bill asserting he had a 

perfect memory and bringing up the topic of Alzheimer’s. 

 
Benefits of Learning 

 
Since the tone in the room shifted with Rosa’s discussion of what actions people should 

take nutritionally to avoid Alzheimer’s, the group‘s attention was quickly drawn to the fifth 

question. This question probed a core purpose of this research, the benefits of learning for older, 

educated adults. It restated question 15 from the interviews. Once again, contrasts were not 

evident among interview and focus group questions. Malcolm and Bill both asserted that a 

tangible benefit of learning was retaining mental acuity. Both Rosa and Leah talked about being 

physically healthier as a result of their learning. Examples were offered about reading the latest 

health news and applying it in one’s life. Leah said, “According to the research, and I think it is 

certainly true, I am healthier because I am an active learner.”  At this point, Robert reflected on 

how he had recently re-learned to ride a bike, however, he had health problems that prevented 

him from continuing.    

As noted during the interviews, few participants discussed health or medical problems. 

However, Robert’s candor about having to stop a physical activity encouraged others to frankly 

address health issues. In some cases, surprising information emerged. Among the focus group 
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members, there were incidents of eye disease, diabetes, three occurrences of cancer (all in 

remission), and serious bladder problems. In a group of strangers, a remarkably open discussion 

was launched about health issues. This encompassed the sixth and final focus group question 

about connections between being an active learner and being in good health. Interestingly, with 

the illnesses logged, the conversation never turned into a complaint session. Four of the six 

participants described fairly serious health problems since turning 60 but they remained focused 

on learning and its physical, mental, social, and emotional benefits. For example, Robert, who 

broached the topic, probably spoke for many by minimizing his health concerns due to the 

benefits of learning:  

 “My health is not as good as it used to be; I have lost some vision in my right eye and 
that is really frustrating because I like to look at things. I had a detached retina and I was 
always right eyed, and then I just had a cataract removed. I can see better but it is a 
problem.  I am a diabetic and I need to keep myself fit because my blood sugar can go out 
of sight. But learning is an absolute. Learning affects my mental health and my emotional 
health.  I love to learn. It’s all about learning: if you don’t use it you lose it.” 

 

Bill offered a different perspective. Speaking from the point of view of someone having 

few medical problems, he said: “I think I enjoy being a fountain. If the family has a question, 

they go ask grandpa. Maybe the benefits are social.” A brief summary of respondents’ thoughts 

is presented in Table 20, “Benefits of Learning in Late Life.” 

 
Table 20: 
Benefits of Learning in Late Life 
 

Focus Group 
Participant 

Benefits of Learning in Late Life 

Bill Stated that learning makes him a rich resource for his family life 
Joseph Considered learning the answer to extensive medical problems 
Leah Explained how she is healthier because she is an active learner 
Malcolm Thought that the main benefit of an active mind is a healthy body 
Robert Described benefits of learning despite health problems 
Rosa Considered learning emotionally rewarding and related to health 
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During the discussion, the same four benefits of learning expressed in the interviews 

appeared once again. The six group participants cited physical, mental, emotional, and social 

benefits. These confirmations suggest that college-degreed older adults in their 60s, 70s, 80s and 

90s experience an array of positive benefits from their ongoing learning. Finally, they also 

confirmed the centrality of learning in their lives…as Joseph stated, “Learning is critical to 

everything I do.” 

    The interactions of the participants with each other and their passion for their learning 

experiences were noteworthy throughout the focus group session. The meeting was held in a 

hotel conference room and when the meeting ended and the participants left the room they 

continued to converse even though they were strangers. I stayed in the room to clean up and l5 

minutes later departed. Five of the six focus group participants were still in the hotel lobby, 

continuing their conversation about history, geography, travel and learning. The last statement 

noted before I left the hotel was from Joseph who was saying to the others, “You just have to 

read this book before you go to Northern Ireland…” In this way, they showed that the excitement 

they expressed about learning extended beyond the confines of this study. 
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Section 4: Member Checks 

 
As part of the data analysis for this study, member checks were conducted to determine 

the accuracy of the interview transcripts. A professional transcriber transcribed all interviews and 

the focus group. The member checks helped to establish validity in this study by showing that 

data gathered in the interview process was consistent with what the respondents had said.  

Four participants, who had provided email addresses, were contacted and asked to read 

the transcripts. Appendix G shows the email request sent to each of the four respondents. All 

four replied, agreeing to offer additional time and effort to this study. Appendix H shows their 

verbatim replies. All asserted that the transcripts accurately reflected what they had stated. 

Portions of their responses are included below:  

Derek said, “I read the transcript; I had forgotten a lot of what we said, but it looks like 

you got it all. I can't deny any of it.” 

Martha stated, “ The transcript is consistent with my remarks.  I hadn't realized how 

repetitive I was during the interview, but guess that may not be unusual. The information 

is accurate...” 

Jackson said, “I have reviewed the typewritten transcript of our interview and, with the 

exception of a few typographical errors, have found it to be an accurate record of what 

we talked about.” 

Joan said, “Your transcript is quite accurate. I hope the tape sounds better than it reads.”  

 

An additional credibility check was provided by an outside consultant who examined the 

research and findings. The results of that process are described next.
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Section 5: Feedback from Outside Consultant 

 

 The outside consultant is an experienced researcher who teaches research methods at the 

graduate level at a private university. She is included in the study not only for validity but also to 

gain a different perspective from me and from the degree committee, all of whom are older, 

Caucasian men. The consultant was a younger, female, European immigrant with a doctorate 

from a major research institution. Her role was to audit the data reduction process by cross-

examining the raw data with the conclusions drawn in the above analysis.  

Appendix I shows the letter sent to the outside consultant. Appendix J shows her 

response and analysis. As is evident, the consultant agreed with the analysis. She began by 

stating, “Everything looks excellent! The construction of the categories is unambiguous and the 

support that you provide for each of the claims is very clear.”  

While the consultant’s response was positive, she did make three recommendations. The 

first concerned the analysis of race in the question about ladder-like versus web-like thinking. 

She considered the argument for race to lack strength because of the small number of minorities 

in the study. As a result of this feedback, the written analysis was revised to diminish the 

emphasis on racial differences.  

Her second recommendation also addressed the analysis of race in the question about the 

importance of learning. In this case, the consultant asked about a possible miscalculation in the 

data. The data were re-examined and the analysis was determined to be correct. Nonetheless, this 

section was clarified in the analysis.  

Her third recommendation addressed the terminology around race, suggesting more 

politically correct terms such as Mexican American instead of Hispanic. After deliberation, it 

 



 168

was decided not to change the language since the language in the study, although possibly not as 

politically correct as some would perceive, more accurately described the sample.  

The primary concern of the outside consultant was that the sample of minorities was not 

only small but that all were grouped into one category. Although these comments are accurate, it 

was never the intent of this study to generalize about any category: race, gender, age or 

profession. Placing all minorities in the same category was only done to illustrate the 

demographic aspects of the study. Care was taken throughout the analysis to not make 

generalizations and to acknowledge that this research is qualitative and exploratory in nature. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

 
“I can’t imagine not learning. It is my reason for being. 
It is who I am, I am a learner. It is my identity.” 

        Elaine, age 77 

 

This study is based on the premise that older, educated adults who are actively engaged in 

learning will exhibit cognitive strengths rather than deficits in late adulthood. It explored how 

educated seniors go about learning, the motivators for doing so, the types of learning they 

undertake and how, and the related benefits they realize. 

My motivation for doing this study is because, as a 60-year-old, I want to know about 

lifespan intellectual development, how to age well, and how to serve as a contributing member of 

society throughout my entire life. As the American and global society ages, I know that others 

are also interested in the advantages instead of disadvantages in later adulthood.  

This chapter discusses the findings of my study as well as its limitations. In a more 

speculative manner, implications for future research are also suggested. The chapter is divided 

into three sections: Section One discusses the findings in a thematic fashion revealing five core 

themes that emerged from the data analysis, Section Two acknowledges the limitations of the 

study, and Section Three considers the implications of these findings. 

At the outset, three questions formed the nucleus of this exploratory study: What types of 

learning do college-degreed, older adults pursue? What cognitive strategies do they use? What 

perceived benefits did they gain from learning? These questions were answered through open-

ended and semi-structured interviews and a focus group. A total of thirty-five college-degreed, 

older adults, ranging in age from 60 to 98, participated in the study. A quick summary of the 
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findings shows that participants pursue a range of topics, they use age-specific cognitive 

strategies, and they benefit from their learning cognitively, physically, and emotionally.  

In reviewing the findings in Chapter Four, five themes emerge from the data. They are: 

Theme #1: Adult Cognitive Development Continues Indefinitely 

Theme #2: Learning Is the Purpose of Living 

Theme #3: College-Degreed, Older Adults Use Age-Specific Learning Strategies 

Theme #4: Gender Influences Late-Life Learning 

Theme #5: Learning Is an Antidote to Aging 

These five themes integrate the six factors described in Chapter One that were considered 

significant in the learning-seeking behavior of college-degreed, late-life learners. These include:  

1) environmental factors;  

2) an intentional pursuit of learning;  

3) active, experiential learning preferences;  

4) the use of effective cognitive strategies;  

5) the desire for self-fulfillment and altruism; and  

6) the perceived benefits of learning.   

The five themes also are informed by the multi-disciplinary literature review found in 

Chapter Two and by the analyses in Chapter Four. As discussed in Chapter Two, the disciplines 

that contributed to the knowledge base of this study include gerontology, neuroscience, 

developmental psychology, and education. 
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Section 1: Discussion of the Findings 

 
Theme #1: Adult Cognitive Development Continues Indefinitely 

 
The Piagetian notion suggests that cognitive development peaks in early life. This study 

suggests that intellectual development continues to evolve throughout the entire lifespan. During 

the last three decades, researchers from several disciplines have revealed the inherent potentials 

of older adults. Study participants brought such theories to life. They demonstrate the ability to 

learn and master whatever they choose. They use crystallized thinking; they are motivated to 

learn by passion and by joy; and they perceive themselves as growing increasingly creative. 

Their lives appear rich with development, change, and growth late into the 90s.  

In the literature review, distinctions were made between fluid and crystallized 

intelligence. Fluid intelligence refers to memory, quick processing, spatial reasoning, and 

abstract problem-solving skills (Cattell, 1971; Horn, 1970, 1982; Tennant & Pogson, 1996; 

Wolf, 1994). Crystallized intelligence includes skills such as real-world problem-solving, verbal 

strategies, extracting meaning, and integrating emotions and intellect, (Gardner, Kornhaber, & 

Wake, 1994; Tennant & Pogson, 1996). Crystallized abilities have been shown to increase with 

age. In other words, adult cognitive development grows increasingly sophisticated throughout 

life with increased abilities to perceive meaning, problem-solve and integrate emotion and 

cognition.  

In this study, participants were asked whether learning as young adults differed from 

learning in their 60s and beyond. This question sought to discern the use of fluid and crystallized 

thinking skills. Notably, 31 out of 35 respondents said their prior learning was different, 

especially in its motivation. Previously, learning was undertaken for extrinsic purposes to fulfill 
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societal pressures and personal career needs. This contrasted with learning in later life. In older 

adulthood, their learning was pursued for joy, meaning, and self-fulfillment.  

These results mirror the findings of the AARP (Harris, 2000) and Lamdin and Fugate 

(1997) studies. These two large-scale survey and interview studies found that many older adults 

sought joy through learning. Participants in this study claimed that in addition to joy, learning 

was relevant, complex, and interconnected. Respondents used descriptors such as “pervasive,” 

“meaningful,” “intrinsic,” and “fulfilling.” They pursued a range of topics, and, as they did, they 

found that: “Everything is a learning experience,” or “Now, it is all connected.” It appears that 

cognition, purpose, and emotion begin to integrate and, that, as theorized, crystallized thinking 

increases with age. This topic is further considered in later sections of this chapter.  

Another contrast emerged among the AARP (Harris, 2000), Lamdin and Fugate (1997) 

research and this study. The AARP participants had less education than those in this study or in 

Lamdin and Fugate’s (1997). They claimed that their primary motivator for learning was to keep 

up with current events. Joy of learning was their third rationale. However, participants in Lamdin 

and Fugate (1997) and this study cited joy of learning as the primary motivator. What could 

explain this difference?  Perhaps, those with less education want to educate themselves to appear 

competent and informed to others. This would imply that extrinsic motivators continue to prevail 

during older adulthood. Those with college degrees, however, learn for the love of learning. 

More education earlier in life may spawn more intrinsic motivation later in life. Conversely, 

perhaps those who had earned full college degrees were more intrinsically motivated in the first 

place. Future research could explore why older adults choose to learn in the way they do and 

what benefits, if any, are gained from extrinsic and intrinsic pursuits. 
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Distinctions between the desire to apply learning and learning for enjoyment also emerge 

among study participants. It should be noted that there was a 38-year time span between the 

oldest and youngest respondents. Notably, all seven participants over the age of 80 said they 

learned for the love of learning. By contrast, the majority of those in their 60s, or six out of 10, 

learned to immediately apply the content. Similarly, the Lamdin and Fugate (1997) and AARP 

(2000) studies showed that their respondents, in addition to the joy of learning, were motivated 

by personal benefit such as improving their skills or pursuing a long-standing interest or hobby. 

Such topics imply immediate application. However, their study participants were a decade 

younger and many may still be gainfully employed. The shift in this study from pragmatic 

application to emotional satisfaction has not previously appeared in the literature. Further 

research could shed light on the motivators for learning at later decades of life. 

Why does a love of learning increase in later years? Perhaps study participants pursue 

learning because many, 20 out of 35, were freed from daily work schedules. As work decreases 

in significance, intrinsic motivation may increase. Perhaps many actively learn because 

education is a norm in their lives and they simply extend familiar past activities into the present. 

In either case, participants are active, engaged, and successful learners, including the 98-year-

old. All 35 eagerly pursue intellectual endeavors through travel, earning new credentials, 

attending classes, continuing professional work, or leading groups or organizations. Evidence of 

cognitive decline is not evident in this sample but meaning, passion, and joy are.  

It should be noted that methods of learning in this study are in contrast to the AARP 

(Harris, 2000) research. The AARP study disaggregated results for those who had earned some 

college credits. Over 68% of AARP respondents as reflected in Table 4 in Chapter Two 

demonstrated a preference for learning through classes and workshops. By contrast, even with 
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this study’s small sample of much older participants, only 13 out of 35 respondents, or 37%, 

pursue learning in this traditional manner. This lack of interest may be caused by their perception 

that learning is pervasive. As a result, attending traditional classes may be unnecessary. By 

earning full college degrees rather than a few credits, some participants said they acquired the 

skills to learn anytime and anywhere. For example, Genevieve observed that in college one gains 

learning skills “so that learning becomes automatic” later on. Jackson added that the main thing 

acquired in college “is how to learn.”  

As might be expected, study respondents immerse themselves in the enriched 

environments neuroscientists and others claim are crucial to cognitive development throughout 

the lifespan (Diamond, 2004; Gruben, 2002; Kloomans, Blokland, Scheepens, 2004; Rowe & 

Kahn, 1999).  In analyzing responses to the first interview question, a phenomenological probe, 

30 out of 35 participants spontaneously described their environments as enriched. Such 

enrichment included being with others of varying ages, traveling to other countries, working, 

attending U3As or study groups, enjoying the arts, and participating in church or other social 

events. All such environments are stimulating and interactive, and promote ongoing, real-world 

problem-solving, a strength of older adults.  

These study participants are active, socially-involved, and contributing members of 

society. Thirty-four out of thirty-five continue to live in their homes, apartments, or 

condominiums. Their environments are interactive, and offer rich, intellectual and multi-sensory 

stimulation. This might not have been the case if they had chosen to segregate themselves in 

retirement centers. Instead, they chose to live as part of complex communities. Further, it may be 

the case that college-educated, older adults have the ability to enrich their own environments 

wherever they are. Nearly two-thirds loved learning and possessed an “insatiable curiosity” that 
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motivated them to “want to find out about everything.” It is likely the combination of learning 

skills and an inquisitive mind could find enrichment opportunities in any environment.  

Much of the research addressing late-life development is psychological in nature. For 

example, Erikson (1982) and Levinson (1978), both cited in the literature review, created 

lifespan stage theories that identify adult “eras” of psychological development. Two decades 

later, new researchers such as psychologist Vaillant (2002) and a medical researcher, Cohen 

(2000a), built upon previous stage theories and considered the creative development of older 

adults. Such developmental theories, however, did not specifically address thinking, learning, 

and the role of education throughout the lifespan. Instead, they recounted other aspects of 

psychological and emotional development. 

Participants in this study exemplify many of these psychological theories. In Vaillant’s 

(2002) developmental work on positive aging, he reports that there are four activities that make 

the later decades of life rewarding. Participants in this study demonstrate all four. The first 

activity is replacing work-mates with other social networks. Participants consistently spoke of 

families, friends, organizations, such as church or travel groups, U3As, and other social groups. 

They had successfully shifted from work networks to social networks, which, not surprisingly, 

were often based upon common learning goals. 

Vaillant’s second “rewarding activity” in later life is rediscovering “how to play.” 

Although not asked specifically about play, several study participants spoke of cribbage, 

crosswords, tennis, and travel. Some participants used words like “fun” or even a “kick in the 

pants” to describe their learning. Nearly all mentioned joy regardless of the particular activities.  

The third activity Vaillant suggests is “creativity” which he claims should be a primary 

goal in retirement. According to the self-reports of study participants, most claimed their 
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creativity increased with age. Margaret and Ricardo both said: “I am more creative now than 

ever before.” This finding also mirrors Simonton’s (1988) work. He suggests that there is a 

resurgence of creative productivity during late life. The individuals in this study exemplify 

Simonton’s theory.  Rosa explained: “As you get older, you have the freedom and time to 

explore all your gifts and then express them.” Their creativity seems to emerge from having the 

time to reflect, from tapping storehouses of knowledge and experience, and integrating joy and 

passion in their work.  

Vaillant’s fourth developmental activity is “lifelong learning.” The 35 participants in this  

study were to some degree selected on the basis of their continuing involvement in learning so it 

is not surprising that they were true to form: every one of them described numerous examples of 

recent learning. Additionally, when 24 out of 24 respondents reflected on future learning goals 

whether at the age of 60 or 98, all either had specific topics in mind or asserted that their lives 

would continue to revolve around learning.  

In summary, this study reveals that adult cognitive development continues to unfold 

throughout the lifespan. Gerontologists, neuroscientists, and psychologists have painted pictures 

of intellectually healthy and high-functioning older adults. Researcher Salthouse (1991) 

summarized such theories by stating: “For most people, there seem to be relatively few cognitive 

limits on what can be accomplished at any stage of life.” Future researchers might find it 

informative to map out new aspects of development cognitively, socially, and psychologically in 

the seventh, eighth, and ninth decades of life. Participants in this study demonstrated an 

increased love for learning in later life, claimed to be more creative than ever, were immersed in 

complex environments, replaced work-related networks with social ones, and were adept at 
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learning whatever they tackled. The best in cognitive development for many of us may exist in 

the years ahead. 

 

Theme #2: Learning Is the Purpose of Living 
 

An assumption made at the outset of this study was that college-educated adults would 

value learning. What is surprising, however, is the significance of learning in study participants’ 

lives. Learning is not merely a pastime to be measured in terms of the hours per month as in the 

Lamdin and Fugate (1997) study. Instead, learning was the reason that most participants arose 

each day.  

In response to the first semi-structured interview question, over half of the respondents 

asserted that learning was living. For example, as cited in Chapter Four, 21 out of 35 respondents 

made statements such as: “Learning is my life. “It is everything.” “It is my reason for being.” “It 

is the essence of life.” “That’s all there is.” Sixty percent of this small sample’s participants saw 

learning as more than a pastime. It became the purpose for living.   

In addition, 10 or nearly a third of the respondents asserted that their identities as 

individuals were synonymous with learning. For example, Elaine asserted: “I am a learner; it is 

my identity.” Other interviewees made similar statements. As noted in the literature (Adair & 

Mowsesian, 1993; Cohen, 2004; Kerka, 1999; Rowe & Kahn, 1999; Vaillant, 2002), older adults 

pursue learning to achieve deep personal goals, self-fulfillment or self-realization. Oshi, age 72, 

stated: “I am motivated to learn because the foundation of life is experience and learning is the 

essence of this experience.” Perhaps Oshi is correct and learning is part of the life force that 

compels us to live and frames who we are in the process.  
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What did this passion for learning compel participants to pursue? The phenomenological 

question probed learning activities since the age of 60. Respondents identified ten topics and six 

learning methods to reach their goals. They varied in their interests from the adults in the AARP 

(Harris, 2000) and Lamdin and Fugate (1997) studies.  

In the two prior studies, it is interesting to note that most adults wanted to learn 

information that was personally beneficial. Both studies show that the preferred topics were 

favorite hobbies or crafts, and improving one’s skills. There appeared to be less interest in 

activities that related to others or the external world, although the college-degreed adults in 

Lamdin and Fugate (1997) research did select travel or travel-related information as their second 

choice. In this study, however, travel was identified as a learning process. It was a means to an 

end, not an end in itself. 

The learning topics selected by this study’s participants differed from the above. Their 

first two preferences were: 1) history and biography, and 2) politics and cultures. Twenty-four of 

the 35 interviewees specified these subjects as their primary interests. Since participants in the 

previous two studies had less education than those in this research, the question emerges, “Why 

do college-degreed older adults pursue different learning experiences than those with less 

education?” It may be that more education provides an enhanced awareness of the world and 

generates interest in politics and other cultures. Perhaps participants in this study are attempting 

to extract meaning from previous events and the lives of others to situate themselves in the 

scheme of things. As Oshi stated, his goal was to “know myself,” and for Hastings, he learned 

“as a reflective practice.” Also, it should be noted that due to the small sample size these learning 

choices could simply reflect the idiosyncratic nature of this particular group.  
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Though not originally included in the interviews, two questions were added about 

wisdom due the thoughtful and reflective responses from the pilot interviews. The Random 

House Unabridged Dictionary (1993) defines wisdom as: “knowledge of what is true and right 

coupled with just judgment as to action.” Though the concept was not defined in the interview 

questions or by the interviewer, 24 out of the 35 participants explained their perception of 

wisdom. Eleven of the 24 related knowledge and experience to wisdom. This might be the case 

because their ongoing learning offers rich experiences that may be the foundation of wisdom.  

Some claimed that wisdom and learning are inseparable. For example, Jonas stated: “It is 

gaining knowledge as you go along and imparting it to other people.” Seki added: “As you age, 

you exhibit more wisdom because you have so much background knowledge.”  

Two researchers in the literature review explore the concept of wisdom. Gruben (2002) 

asserts that: “The normal aging process leaves most mental functions intact, and may even 

provide the brain with unique advantages that form the basis for wisdom.” (Ginsberg, 2002) 

suggests that college-educated, older adults may become more reflective which translates into 

societal notions of wisdom. Margaret, at age 77, appeared to exhibit the qualities of wisdom in 

her remarks:  

“I think it does come from a long life of experience and learning and facing catastrophe 
and tragedy and coping with challenges of many different kinds. Then perhaps one can 
make wise decisions…I think that compassion, sensitivity to the feelings of others, ethics, 
and a feeling of responsibility for one’s actions are also part of it.”  
 

Jackson, age 71, says in reflecting on wisdom: “It is up to each of us as individuals to give life 

meaning. We do that by a series of choices and decisions. We must be responsible.” In reflecting 

on Jackson’s remarks, it seems that crystallized intelligence and wisdom may, in fact, be one and 

the same. Crystallized intelligence may well develop with learning, experience, and perspective. 

It enables people to perceive meaning and to integrate cognition with emotion.  
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Theme #3: College-Degreed, Older Adults Use Age-Specific Learning Strategies 

 
 This study sought to determine the cognitive strategies used by older, college-degreed 

adults while learning. Several interview questions addressed this goal. These included questions 

about formal and self-directed strategies; web-like and ladder-like thinking; pursuing new or 

familiar topics; preferences for learning conceptually or experientially; and motivators for 

learning. The findings suggest that well-educated seniors use age-specific learning strategies. 

These include methodological strategies, topic and stylistic preferences, and specific cognitive 

strengths.   

 As described in Chapter Four, participants used multiple learning methods. In their order 

of preference, these included: reading, interacting with others, writing, public speaking, listening 

to tapes, traveling, and watching educational television. Reading was by far the preferred method 

with 25 out of 35 respondents citing it in the open-ended, phenomenological question. This 

finding is congruent with the AARP (Harris, 2000) and Lamdin and Fugate (1997) studies. Older 

adults read to learn, and in the case of this study, they also find much to learn about through 

informal interactions with others as well.  

 Another learning strategy explored in this study is learners’ preferences for formal and 

self-directed learning (Harris, 2000; Lamdin & Fugate, 1997; Manheimer, 2002). The AARP 

study (Harris, 2000) claims that older, college-educated adults prefer formal coursework; 

however, the Lamdin and Fugate study concludes that they prefer self-directed learning. This 

study’s findings are consistent with Lamdin and Fugate’s research and elaborate upon these 

preferences. Despite the fact that six of the 35 participants had actively participated in a U3A 

(University of the Third Age) and eight others had attended formal classes, the results of this 
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study suggest that educated, older adults sought out informal and small group learning. In this 

research, older, educated adults demonstrate a greater propensity for self-directed learning than 

what is evident in prior studies. This discrepancy is noteworthy since this sample includes more 

highly educated participants than those in previous studies. In fact, according to AARP (Harris, 

2000), 21% of its respondents had college degrees. Twenty-six percent of Lamdin and Fugate’s 

respondents had four-year degrees and 36% had graduate or professional degrees. By contrast, in 

this study, 100% of the participants have four-year degrees and 54% also possess graduate or 

professional degrees. When comparing the three studies, these findings suggest that the higher 

the level of education earlier in life, the greater the preference is for self-directed, informal, and 

small group learning later in life. This may likely be attributable to the fact that highly educated 

adults have internalized the ability to learn and can do so independently of formal, societal 

structures.  

A rather unique and third approach to learning among senior citizens considers personal 

stylistic preferences. Jarvis (2001) identifies three archetypes of late-life learners: the sage, the 

doer, and the harmony seeker. Jarvis explains that for the sage, life is an intellectual adventure 

where opportunities for learning are abundant and varied. By contrast, doers want to improve 

their skills and apply them in new ways. The harmony seekers tend to limit their learning and 

prefer to remain in their cognitive comfort zones. Two questions in this study, those inquiring 

about motivation and goals, address stylistic preferences.  

Slightly more than 50% of the college-degreed, older participants appear sage-like in this 

study. For example, Bill offered: “I read incessantly; I read non-fiction almost exclusively. I’m 

interested in the history of man, languages, and sciences. The book I’m reading right now has to 
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do with tracing humans genetically.” Jackson stated: “I never want to go to sleep intellectually.” 

Such quotes suggest that stylistically, Bill and Jackson could be characterized as sages.  

Another 43% appear to be doer-like. For example, David stated: “I like to create things 

with my hands so now I spend most of my time in my shop building things. I’m always doing 

something.” Jonas added: “There’s a whole different world out there that you haven’t 

experienced and now is the time to do it.” Jonas and David appear to be doers.  

Only two out of 35 participants answered these questions in ways that indicate they might 

be harmony seekers. Baker said: “I’m not very good at trying new things but I love to learn.” 

While these stylistic concepts have not been tested empirically, nonetheless, the evidence from 

this study suggests that college-educated adults in their later years are dynamic and intentional in 

the learning attitudes they exhibit. Once again, confidence may play a role in the positive and 

assertive notions about learning. If college-degreed seniors are more confident, they would likely 

tend to be adventurous sages and eager application-oriented doers rather than timid harmony 

seekers. 

 In shifting the focus from learning strategies to content or topic-focused concerns,  

Purdie and Boulton-Lewis (2003) studied adults over the age of 70 with the goal of identifying 

senior citizens’ interests. Four topics emerged: the acquisition of technical skills, learning about 

health-related issues, leisure, and entertainment. Three similar topics also appeared in this study; 

however, there was one notable exception. The word “leisure” was seldom mentioned by the 35 

respondents. It did not appear to be a goal of this study’s participants. Only two used the term, 

and, even then, it was in reference to experiencing leisure through the process of learning.  

This study is also interested in exploring the concepts of web-like and ladder-like 

thinking. Web-like thinking refers to complex, cognitive strategies that process large quantities 
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of information on multiple levels, strands, networks, and directions simultaneously (Fischer, 

Zheng, Stewart, 2002). Researchers theorize that adult, cognitive development is much more 

sophisticated and complex than that of younger thinkers who exhibit ladder-like thinking. The 

data from this study show that there is a preference for web-like thinking, or a combination of 

both ladder and web-like thinking among respondents depending on the situation. A total of 28 

out of 35 participants or 80% self-identified as web-like thinkers. This includes all 15 women in 

the study and 13 of the 20 men.  

Why are so many participants in this study web-like? Is it a factor of age, education, or 

both? There is no clear answer to this question, but higher education could play a role in the 

development of complex thinking skills. As Genevieve stated, “Everything is connected, so I 

extend my learning and at the same time I’m learning new things.” It seems probable that the 

new learning she describes adds to the web that education wove. First, ladders likely serve as 

cognitive structures where one thing leads to the next. Then, as complex concepts and 

experiences are encountered and addressed, the rungs of the ladders begin sprouting branches 

until a complex web evolves. With a cognitive web in place, older adults can process large 

amounts of information simultaneously. 

 Fishcher, Zheng and Stewart (2002) suggest that web-like thinking is characteristic of 

older adults in general, but, interestingly, six participants clearly identified themselves as ladder-

like thinkers. On average, they were five years younger than the web-like thinkers, 71 versus 76. 

All six were men in multiple professions. These data suggest that the proclivity for web-like 

thinking among college-degreed, older adults may be related to age and to gender. Regardless, it 

seems to be prevalent among this population. 
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 Analogous to web-like thinking is the phenomenon called crystallized intelligence. 

Crystallized intelligence is a descriptor of the complex cognition often exhibited in older adults. 

As cited in Chapter Two, Jarvis (2001) and others (Hill & Vandervoort, 1992; Horn & Cattell, 

1967; Knox, 1977; Sinnott, 1994) found that seniors may approach learning in ways involving 

highly developed reflective and observational perception. A number of studies from gerontology 

indicate that while fluid intelligence or short-term memory may decline with age, “crystallized” 

forms of intelligence, that include making sense of information and using integrative, higher 

level cognitive strategies, may be enhanced.  

It is noteworthy that thirty-one of the 35 participants in this study described their thinking 

in late life as different from when they were younger. The comments of Joan, Kato, and 

Genevieve about how everything is connected begin to describe web-like thinking or crystallized 

intelligence. The multifaceted problem-solving described by David in building his small 

airplane, the complexities of using language in writing poetry described by Hastings, the depth of 

thinking that Elaine described in her recent work in social therapy, and the existential description 

of wisdom described by Jackson all are indicative of crystallized intelligence.  

In conclusion, there appear to be age-specific thinking and learning strategies available to 

older, educated adults. These include crystallized intelligence with its skills of meaning-making, 

real-world problem-solving and the integration of emotion and cognition; thinking in web-like 

structures that process large amounts of data, and using self-directed learning skills to learn 

whenever and however they chose.   

 
Theme #4: Gender Influences Late-Life Learning 

 
 
 In the review of the literature, there were only two references to gender differences in 

learning approaches (Diamond, 2001, 2004; Fischer et al., 2002). By contrast, the data from this 
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study identify several gender-related differences. Although the sample is too small to make 

generalizations, with only 15 women and 20 men, it is noteworthy that five areas reveal contrasts 

between the genders; these include demographics, learning topics, learning methods, thinking 

strategies, and creativity.  

  In terms of professional occupations, more women than men are clustered in education 

and social work. Seven of the ten educators were women, three were men. Medicine and 

business are evenly represented. There are five engineers all of whom are men. Lastly, the two 

social workers are both female. The clustering of respondents into traditionally female-

dominated careers likely reflects available options before the advent of the women’s movement.  

Another demographic feature of this study is that eight or 53% of the women are 

employed while only seven of the men or 20% are working. The ages of those employed also 

differ. Female workers range in age from 63-98 while the employed men are, on average, 12 

years younger. These results may reflect socio-economic needs of the women since women still 

make less than men and may have fewer retirement options. Conversely, since men die earlier 

than women, these data may reflect demographic norms or simply the personal preferences of the 

individuals. In either case, future studies should consider the employment and retirement options 

available to older men and women, a focus beyond the scope of this study.    

One neuroscience researcher, Marion Diamond (2004), suggests that the aging brain may 

reverse gender roles—women may become more assertive and men more passive as they age. 

Everyday examples include older women being more likely the ones to drive the car, while older 

men become more inclined to stay at home and assume domestic responsibilities. In fact, five of 

the 15 women in the study stated that they had grown more independent and active in recent 

years. Only one male explicitly commented that his wife had assumed a dominant role in their 
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lives and this had not been the case previously. Elaine offered a personal example of male and 

female differences:  

“I think I am moving more into that male style myself now that I’m older. I have a 
theory…I think in our early years women are yin…Men are yang in their early years. 
Then we get into midlife and the men are aware that, ‘dear God, I missed out on so much 
here focusing strictly on the yang way of life,’ so they start reaching out in midlife for the 
yin.” 
 
 

As noted above, more women remain employed than men. This could reflect a personal 

preference for being active and assertive during the later decades of life; more likely, it is a 

unique characteristic of the sample in this study. It is interesting to note, that among this sample, 

more women have launched new business ventures than men, including the 98-year-old who 

started a craft business in her 90s.  

 There were also gender differences in what and how participants learned. Unexpectedly, 

in response to the phenomenological prompt, two topics that many participants studied were 

history and biography. However, upon closer analysis of who was studying such fields, the 

majority (or 12) were men, while only five women expressed similar interests. Among the 

individuals in this study, women outnumbered men (33% to 10%) in their expressed interests in 

spirituality and religion.  

It appears that women also prefer to go about learning differently than men. Seventy-five 

percent of the men said they liked an overview or a conceptual explanation of new learning 

before interacting with the content. By contrast, 75% of the women liked hands-on experiences 

as they began studying new topics. The fact that a majority of college-educated older women 

prefer to begin learning experientially may lend support to Diamond’s (2004) contention that 

women become more active and men more passive in later life. Such preferences may reflect 

earlier career norms, e.g., teachers, nurses, and social workers often need to engage in hands-on 
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learning processes for immediate application. Because of these career experiences women might 

simply be more familiar with such approaches.  

Relatedly, more than twice as many women sought group experiences for new learning. 

The reverse was true for men. They favored self-directed learning often at home. The AARP 

(2000) and Lamdin and Fugate (1997) studies are divided on the locations for learning. For 

example, Lamdin and Fugate (1997) said most people liked learning at home while AARP 

(2000) found group learning, especially in the form of classes, to be preferable. Since these 

previous studies are not disaggregated for gender differences, questions exist about whom likes 

to learn where. As life spans extend and the demands for learning increase, multiple formats to 

meet individual learning preferences will be needed. Computer-based learning programs as well 

as easily accessible group studies may need to be developed for older adults.  

 Two intriguing findings of this study are that 100% of the female participants claimed 

they use web-like rather than ladder-like thinking, and 100% said they were more creative in 

later life. More women than men liked to engage in hobbies or crafts and teaching while more 

men identified program development as a creative area of interest. Though most men saw 

themselves growing more creative with age, 25% disagreed with this descriptor. These 

differences could be partially attributable to how the participants individually perceived 

creativity, a concept not defined during the interviews or focus group. Also, crafts and teaching 

are traditionally perceived as creative acts, making it easier for women to make creative 

assertions about themselves. Regardless, for both the men and women in this study thinking of 

oneself as creative is life-affirming.  

  The distinctions among web-like and ladder-like thinkers are also intriguing. While all 15 

women stated they used web-like thinking, only 7 or 35% of the men, including all five 
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engineers, made that assertion. As noted in the findings, it was female participants who created 

alternative ways of describing the phenomenon of complex cognition. Rosa, the chiropractor 

coined the phrase, “concentric thinking,” while Elaine, the social worker, said that women “use a 

multiple disciplinary, web-like thinking. I call it braided thinking and I call it chain-like thinking 

for men.”  

 This gender distinction between male and female web or ladder thinkers, if it exists, 

could have a biological basis. According to Diamond (1998), women have a third more neuronal 

endings in the corpus callossum. Perhaps they can perceive more interconnections because they 

physiologically have more. Then again, in turning to more common stereotypes, women 

especially during the child-bearing years have multiple tasks to manage at the same time: raising 

children, housekeeping and working, while men historically have been more focused on fewer 

tasks. 

 Despite the small sample size, these data suggest provocative differences among older, 

college-degreed women and men: whether they remain employed, the types of learning they 

pursue, and how they think and learn. To date, only two researchers have explored gender 

differences among older learners. If Elaine’s “yin yang” theory is correct, there is a need for 

more elaborate studies of the gender differences explored above as these differences may have 

important implications for how we design educational systems, how we develop adult education 

programs, and even how we perceive long-term relationships.  

 

Theme #5: Learning Is an Antidote to Aging 

 
Rowe and Kahn (1999) describe “successful aging” as consisting of three key behaviors: 

staying healthy, maintaining high cognitive function, and engaging with life. The participants in 
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this study exhibit such behaviors, and, in doing so, they appear to mitigate the effects of aging. 

During the semi-structured interviews, respondents addressed whether benefits resulted from 

their continued learning. A resounding 100% or 34 of the 34 respondents answered affirmatively. 

Each respondent cited from one to four benefits. Those benefits listed in order of importance 

included mental (N=24 or 71%), physical (N=20 or 59%), social (N=19 or 56%), and emotional 

(N=13 or 38%).   

The data from this study show that 71% or 24 respondents experienced positive 

intellectual benefits from learning. Descriptors included being “mentally sharp,” “intellectually 

alert,” or “open-minded.” As a backdrop to these responses, research from the neurosciences in 

Chapter Two indicates that the effects of aging  on cognitive functioning can be influenced by 

“both biological and environmental factors” (Kramer et al., 2004). The work of Diamond and 

others states that nurturing environments stimulate the brain’s capacity for development at all 

ages and limit its cognitive decline. The findings from this study are consistent with this 

literature. Participants sought out stimulating and challenging environments whether they were 

U3A classrooms, in their own homes, in offices, or at travel destinations. As Genevieve, age 66 

and a professor of education, stated: “Learning is beneficial for older adults. It is what has kept 

me engaged, mentally sharp.” If we are concerned about the physical and psychological health of 

people in their later years, as we should be, then this finding raises an important question about 

the quality of the environments where older adults live. Are they stimulating, filled with 

challenge and novelty and therefore conducive to healthier older people, or are they predictably 

staid, devoid of challenge, and, ultimately, of life?    

Previous research has asserted that schooling defends against cognitive decline or, at the 

least, delays its arrival.  (Laslett, 19889; Mehotra, 2003; Snyder et al, 1997). The research also 
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points out (Lamdin & Fugate, 1997; Mehotra, 2003) that the higher the level of formal education, 

the longer the lifespan and that sophisticated cognitive strategies actually improve with age. 

There is compelling biological evidence that formal learning such as a college education, has 

important implications for later life. This study did not explore the neurobiology of the brain, but 

it did explore the learning of college-degreed older adults and 35 of the 35 participants in the 

study, 100%, claimed they were actively engaged in meaningful learning experiences. It seems 

reasonable to assume that these individuals are minimizing the effects of cognitive decline 

through active learning. 

Researchers have also cited non-cognitive benefits from lifespan learning. These include 

physical well-being (Diamond, 1988; Lamdin & Fugate, 1997; Lemme, 2002; Rowe & Kahn, 

1987, 1999; Schneider, 2003; Vaillant, 2002; Werner, 1997). The majority of study participants, 

20 out of 34, or 59%, reported that learning benefited their physical well-being and more. Many 

perceived a mind-body-spirit connection. For example, Margaret, age 77, said that learning kept 

her: “mentally and physically healthier. The mind-body-spirit connection is so important 

throughout life. The physical has so much to do with the mental.” Trent, at age 80, claimed that: 

“The benefits are intellectual, the consequence may be emotional.”    

Such assertions mirror the 1999 study by the British Department for Education and 

Employment (DfEE, 1999). It states, “Older people who continue to be active learners enjoy 

healthier lifestyles and maintain independence much longer than those who stop learning” 

(DfEE, 1999). Clear evidence of this emerged in this study. Although some participants had 

serious medical conditions, they were seldom mentioned except when purposefully raised during 

the focus group. It appears that physical ailments were not focal points of the participants’ lives; 

for example, Hastings had a stroke in his mid-70s; Randolf was losing the use of his legs in his 
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late 80s; David had cancer since his mid 60s. Yet none of these conditions seem to dim the 

participants’ love for learning.  

 Not only did the majority of respondents appear to live healthier lifestyles, they were also 

remarkably independent. This elucidated the claims of the DfEE study. Though not reported in 

this study’s findings, only one study participant lived in any type of care facility, and that was 

Eve, the 98 year old, who still had her own apartment. She still walks across the campus several 

times a day for meals, activities, and work and does not require any type of medical support or 

care.  

All other participants lived in their own homes, condominiums, or apartments. Kato, at 

87, still climbs up and down 286 steps every day where he lives on a lake at the bottom of a steep 

hill. His garage is at the top of the hill. He has lived there for over 50 years, climbed those steps 

thousands of times, and suggests that it contributes to his physical fitness. Kato commented that 

he recently fell and rolled all the way down the hill spilling groceries behind him. He walked 

away with only a stiff neck.  

 Research from the neurosciences additionally shows that learning has important 

emotional and social implications for seniors (Purdie & Boulton-Lewis, 2003). Fifty-six percent 

or 19 of the study participants claimed that learning made them “excited about life,” “more 

confident,” and all articulated future learning goals to pursue. Additionally, those active in 

U3As, Elderhostels, missionary teams, or social justice work commended the value of group 

learning and the reciprocal support of their collegial networks. Of the 13 (38%) participants who 

noted social benefits, they claimed that learning enhances relationships, that it “makes you want 

to share and that enriches your social life.” Further, it is noteworthy that respondents’ social 

networks often revolved around learning itself.  
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Lemme’s comments (2001), from Chapter Two, bear repeating, “Aging is no longer 

viewed as fixed or immutable, but rather as plastic, or modifiable…. Although we cannot stop 

the clock altogether, we can slow its rate and change its tone. And while the limits of this 

modifiability are unknown, the new view of aging brings with it the hope of a vigorous, healthy 

and productive period at the end of life.” Although there is no way to measure exactly how 

learning has influenced aging in this study’s participants, the study shows that all seem to have 

active and healthy minds and bodies. 

In summary, considering the supporting literature and the findings of this study, the 

conclusion can be drawn that gaining a college degree early in life and continuing to actively 

learn late in life increases the probability that an individual will lead a long and healthy life 

mentally, physically, socially, and emotionally. Twenty-one participants in the study made 

explicit connections between learning and life. Seki said, “The day I stop learning is the day I 

stop living.” This study suggests that that day may come later rather than earlier for Seki and 

many other educated, active learners. 

 

Section 2: Limitations of the Study 
 

 
 This study contributes to the research on learning among older adults. The methodologies 

used in this exploratory study lead to new conclusions and to the identification of questions for 

future research. As with any study, there are limitations in how this research was conducted. The 

first includes the small sample size of participants. As previously noted, the sample is too small 

for generalizations. Nevertheless, the data gathered leads to many legitimate and compelling 

conclusions. Further research with a larger sample size could affirm, refute, or elaborate upon 

any of the findings.  
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 Additionally, there was no exploration within the sample about the detailed lives of the 

participants. Numerous questions that could influence and elaborate upon study results went 

unanswered. For example, since 21 were retired, did they have greater access to learning 

experiences than others who had not yet retired? All respondents live in nice but modest homes. 

Did they have socio-economic advantages that others might not have? Was it because of their 

college education that they had these advantages? Did their incomes, pensions, or retirement 

plans enable them to learn? Again, could their college education be responsible for their 

incomes, pensions, and retirement plans? These questions were not addressed in the study and 

provide grounds for further research.  

 Another limitation is the lack of diversity among the sample. Only six of the 35 

participants were minority group members and those six included four entirely distinct 

ethnicities. As the outside consultant indicates, to draw conclusions about the six minorities as a 

whole would be misleading. Nevertheless, these six did broaden the perspective on learning 

among college-educated seniors. In the same way, analysis of the data around the various 

professions could be misleading. For example, four participants were put in a “miscellaneous” 

category but those four had little in common with each other.  

 The sample is also geographically limited. All but two of the participants lived within a 

50-mile radius in western Washington. It is possible that the demographic sampling of this 

region is not representative of other regions of the country or of other countries.  

 As noted in the demographic breakdown in Chapter Four, ages in the study range from 

60-98. There is only one participant in her 90s and, although there are seven in their 80s, only 

two of those are over 83. This relatively small sample of “old-old” adults limits comparisons 

between age groups and insights into the lives and contributions of those in their 90s.  
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The methodologies used in this study consist of two types of interview questions and a 

focus group. Although considerable data were obtained through the open-ended question, the 16 

semi-structured questions, and the focus group, many details about the lives of study participants 

were never addressed. Personal issues, medical issues, early life issues, family issues, income 

issues, all could have influenced the responses of participants in the study but none of these were 

addressed. Additionally, at times, a few respondents had difficulty with some questions. For 

example, the question on ladder-like versus web-like thinking was abstract for some 

interviewees, particularly some of those who ended up self-identifying as ladder-like. The 

question assumed that someone who was one or the other understood both.  

Many of the questions were dependent on the ability of the respondents to articulate their 

responses. Even well-designed instruments and the best efforts of the interviewer and the 

respondents leave room for personal bias to influence the data. It is possible that some 

interviewees felt responsible to provide answers even if they were uncertain how to answer a 

particular question. The analysis was done with the utmost care; nonetheless, interpretations are 

dependent on the certainty and veracity of the responses.   

Finally, this is an exploratory study and experimental methods could not be used to draw 

conclusions. Exploratory studies “provide a beginning familiarity with the topic” (Babbie, 1989). 

The specific focus on learning among college-degreed, older adults is new and relatively 

unstudied. Babbie (1989) goes on to state that the main shortcoming of exploratory studies is that 

they seldom provide satisfactory answers to the research questions (p. 81). Because the sample in 

this study is so small, it is not necessarily representative of the larger population of college-

degreed, older adults.  
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Given these limitations, credible data were generated and conclusions drawn that could 

potentially inform the efforts of other researchers in the fields of gerontology, human 

development, and education. In short, the study opens a window into late life learning that 

deserves further attention. Larger scale studies are needed to confirm and expand the results of 

this modest effort. Perhaps, this study will serve as a starting point, not an end in itself for 

understanding the role that education plays in thinking and learning throughout the lifespan.  

 

Section 3: Implications of the Findings 
 

 This study explored numerous aspects of late-life learning among older, college-educated 

adults. The results indicate that learners in their 60s, 70s, 80s, and 90s experience an array of 

benefits: relatively healthy lifestyles, increased mental alertness, and lively engagement with life. 

At a time when there are endless diets, fads, and programs to live longer, healthier lives, the most 

practical approach may be to get an education while one is young and to keep learning in late 

life.   

Schaie (1995) proposes that seniors who maintain intellectual acumen, among other 

factors, have above-average levels of education. Mehotra (2003) suggests that the more 

education people have, the more they want, and the more they will get. The MacArthur Study of 

Successful Aging (Rowe & Kahn, 1999) found likewise, that the more education a person has, 

the greater the preservation of mental abilities. Seniors with more years of higher education are 

likely to maintain high cognitive functionality. As stated in Chapter Two,  

“This continuing impact of education nearly 50 years after the participants finished 
school suggests two possible effects. First, education early in life may have a direct 
beneficial effect on brain circuitry, which, in turn, enables the maintenance of cognitive 
function in old age. Second, education may set a pattern of intellectual activities and this 
continuing exercise of cognitive function serves to maintain it” (Mehrotra, 2003).  
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One of the implications of this study is that its results confirm and extend the work of 

previous researchers. The findings raise numerous questions that others may want to pursue. For 

example, some of the most provocative findings are related to gender. It appears that only one 

researcher to date has described gender’s impact on older men and women at any length. 

Neuroscientist Marian Diamond (2004) observed that many women become more assertive and 

active as they age while men grow more passive. Her examples address everyday behaviors. By 

contrast, this study identifies other differences: that women are employed longer than men, and 

that they prefer learning experientially and in groups settings. Additionally, all women in this 

study self-identified as web-like thinkers.  

This research also elaborates upon the motivators, content, and methods for learning 

among older, educated adults. Studies by AARP (Harris, 2000) and Lamdin and Fugate (1997) 

found that many educated seniors wanted to learn new skills that were personally useful and to 

do so in formal, structured classes. By contrast, this study asserts that the primary motivator for 

learning is to experience joy and the preferred method is self-directed learning. Also, the 

participants in this study are more interested in learning about others and the external world than 

in skills for their personal use. Perhaps future research could elucidate whether additional years 

of education yield similar results with other groups.  

Finally, this research confirms the work of those who have considered the significance of 

learning throughout life. Diamond,1988; Fischer, Zheng, and Stewart, 2002; Lemme, 2002; 

Rowe and Kahn, 1999; Vaillant, 2002 have identified the positive cognitive, physical, social, and 

emotional benefits that accrue from a lifetime of learning. Likewise, the participants in this study 
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self-identify as using complex crystallized forms of thinking, web-like processing and that they 

are more creative and joyful than ever.  

In addition to confirming and extending prior research, there are other implications of this 

study. One may be to simply consider this study’s participants themselves. These 35 adults are 

replacing the stereotypes of frail, doddering old men and women with images of dynamic, 

vibrant older adults. They are redefining traditional expectations for the later years of life and 

establishing new norms for the next generation to follow. The baby-boomers, nearly one-fourth 

of the entire United States’ population (Department of Health and Human Services, 2003), can 

look to these study participants and others as new role models for new futures. Such role models 

can assist others in reconceptualizing later adulthood, notions about whether to retire at all, the 

use of time, and the role of learning throughout the lifespan. Study participants are heralding a 

transformation of the culture of aging.   

A third key implication of this research is that education serves as an antidote to aging. 

This fact should be widely communicated. We frequently hear about the long-term financial 

benefits for those who attend college. It is well-known that one’s material quality of life is 

increased by the number of years spent in college. An additional benefit is that society is 

enhanced by an active, bright, and engaged citizenry. It has not been communicated that a 

lifelong benefit of a college education is the retention and enhancement of mental acuity 

throughout all of life. Perhaps teachers, doctors, and researchers should begin promoting higher 

education as the key to improving the quality of life of individuals and our communities. Also, 

for the majority, who did not earn college degrees when they were young, they can still enjoy the 

benefits that accrue to active learning in their later years by actively learning. The world is aging 

fast. By the middle of the 21st century, the elderly will outnumber the young (United Nations, 
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1998). Education is the vehicle for physical health and cognitive vitality of the present and future 

generations. This information has to first be communicated and then opportunities to access 

higher education generated.  

A fourth implication of this study is that economic analyses should be conducted of the 

benefits discussed in this study. What are the costs of a college education for an individual for 

four to six years? What are the costs to sustain those who are withered mentally and physically 

for four or more decades? Paying for a college degree—at any age-- is likely a cheaper 

individual and public investment than long-term care costs of a medically sustained, aging 

population.   

In addition to important individual and societal implications, this study poses a whole 

host of exciting questions. Some include: What new research and theories of human development 

can be undertaken to map out the stages, attributes, and possibilities of longer life spans? How 

will older, educated adults choose to use their time and for what benefit? What gender 

differences might exist among aging men and women and how can these differences be 

acknowledged and accommodated? What do older adults want to learn, and for what purpose? 

How might educational programs be designed to nurture lifelong learning for people with diverse 

thinking and learning preferences? What effective strategies exist for accommodation and 

compensation to address memory loss? How might enriched environments be structured to 

enhance the well-being of elders? What is the body-mind-spirit connection and how might it be 

enhanced? Why are some older adults motivated extrinsically while others seek intrinsic 

satisfaction? How might racial diversity contribute to our understanding of the aging process? 

How can society benefit from the wisdom and creativity of its eldest members?    
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As quoted in the introduction to this study, the Gerontological Society of America has a 

new goal for aging, that of “adding life to years, not years to life” (Gerontological Society of 

America, 2003). This study stands at the intersection of an historical and sociological 

transformation. Its results suggest that a deficit model of aging is outdated and mistaken, that 

learning, particularly among college-educated, older adults, can be rich and rewarding and 

improve the quality of life in dramatic ways. Perhaps the cliché of “live and learn” is no longer 

fitting. The message from this study is “learn and live.” Former notions of the elderly and 

retirement should be retired. If we do, it seems likely that the baby-boom generation, and others 

that follow, will undergo unprecedented personal and social re-invention. At a time when the 

world population is aging and challenges proliferate, we need to tap the experience, perspective, 

and wisdom of those who have lived and learned the most. Great accomplishments are yet to 

come. They are needed. It is likely many will be made by those in their 60s, 70s, 80s, 90s, and 

beyond. Age matters.  

 



 200

  
Appendix A 

Human Participants Research Review Form Application 
 

 
Antioch University 

PhD in Leadership & Change 
INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD 

Human Participants Research Review Form 
      Application 
    
 

1. Name and mailing address of Principal Investigator(s):  
Bruce Campbell 

      17410 Marine Drive 
       Stanwood WA 98292 
 

2. Departmental status 
 

a. Student    X     Faculty ___ 
 

3. Phone Number:  (a) Campus_____________________     (b) Home 360-652-9502  
 

4. Name of Core Faculty Advisor   Alan E. Guskin 
 
5. Name & Contact Information of other Program Faculty Involved in this Project 

 
a. Antioch Faculty Jon Wergin, Gene Rice 
 
b. Others (specify name, institution, email address, phone number) 

Robert L. Kahn 
University of Michigan 
734-763-9814 
rlkahn@umich.edu 

 
6. Title of Project: Gray Matters: The Cognitive Strategies and Benefits of Learning 

Among College-Degreed Older Adults 
 

7. Source of Funding for the project (if applicable): NA          
 

8. a:  Expected starting date for project:   September 1, 2005 
 

9. b :  Anticipated completion date for data collection: November 30, 2005 
 

10. Describe the proposed participants- age, number, sex, race, or other special 
characteristics. (Up to 250 words) 
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Participants include 30-40 adults, aged 60 and older, with college degrees. Every 
effort will be made to balance the group in terms of sex and racial diversity as 
possible. Participants will be selected among a larger pool based on their willingness 
to participate in at least one interview of approximately two hours, a possible follow 
up interview of less than one hour, and a focus group for 5-10 of the interviewed 
participants.  

 
11. Describe how the participants are to be selected and recruited. (Up to 400 

words) 
A list of candidates will be solicited by placing email queries on one or more closed 
internet sites. These include the in-house email system of the researcher’s place of 
work, a school district in Washington State with approximately 1200 employee 
members.  A second possible internet site, if needed, is that of an in-house email 
system of a university where the researcher teaches graduate courses. The members 
of one or both of the in-house systems will be asked to voluntarily recommend 
individuals who meet the criteria of college-degreed, older adults who are actively 
engaged in learning, and are likely willing to reflect on their learning strategies. It 
should also be noted that the researcher may additionally approach several pre-
identified individuals who meet the criteria of the study to add to the candidate pool. 
 
It is estimated that as many as 100 suitable candidates will initially be identified.  The 
first list will be screened to approximately 50 potential participants to ideally 
represent a range of ages, male and female, and racial diversity, if possible. The 
finalists will be contacted by email or phone. They will be informed that they were 
considered possible candidates by the individuals who recommended them. The 
purpose and format of the study will also be explained. The time requirements will 
also be made clear. The finalists will also be informed that their participation in the 
study is completely voluntary, that they can withdraw at any time, and that their 
written permission is needed to proceed. It is estimated that several of those contacted 
will be unwilling to participate for any number of reasons, ultimately resulting in a 
pool of 30-40 participants, all of whom will be interviewed. 

 
NOTE: If the participants are to be drawn from an institution or organization (e.g., hospital, social 
service agency, school, etc.) which has the responsibility for the participants, then documentation of 
permission from that institution must be submitted to the Board before final approval of the project.  
This document should be emailed or faxed to Chair, IRB Committee, Elizabeth Holloway. 

 
12. Describe the proposed procedures in the project.  Any proposed experimental 

activities that are included in evaluation, research, development, demonstration, 
instruction, study, treatments, debriefing, questionnaires, and similar projects 
must be described.  Continue your description on following page if necessary.  
Use simple language and jargon.  Please do not insert a copy of your 
methodology section from your proposal.  State briefly and concisely the 
procedures for the project. (500 words) 
 
This study will utilize in-depth interviews to gather basic demographic data and 
information about individual approaches to learning from older, college-educated 
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adults. In this study, the interviews will contain two components, phenomenological 
and semi-structured.  The phenomenological component will be used at the outset of 
each interview so that respondents can describe their experiences of learning with 
little direction from the interviewer. A semi-structured portion of each interview will 
follow. These additional, more structured questions will search for participant 
descriptions of their learning efforts and any perceived benefits.  
 
Because the interviews seek in-depth information and can be perceived as somewhat 
abstract in nature due to the subject matter of learning strategies, a pilot test will be 
conducted with at least three interviewees. Based on their responses, I will modify the 
interview protocols. Upon selection of the finalists, I will proceed with the following 
four steps of data collection: Within a week of identifying the final participants, I will 
contact all respondents to introduce the study and inquire about their interest in 
participating. After receiving confirmation, I will compile a master list of names of 
finalists and assign each one a number to assure confidentiality.  
 
a. In preparation for the interview, I will schedule the time and place. I will make 

every effort to conduct the interviews in the most convenient location for the 
participant: their home, a neutral location such as a restaurant or library, or by 
telephone. 

b. Each interview will be designed to take approximately two hours and will be 
divided into two sections, the open-ended/phenomenological section and the 
semi-structured section.  I will attempt to conduct two interviews per week over 
approximately five weeks. 

c. The interviews will be tape-recorded and later transcribed for analysis.   
d. Approximately four to six weeks after completing the interviews, having 

transcribed the data and completed a preliminary analysis, I will bring together 
five to ten of the participants for a focus group to share initial results and record 
their reactions and insights for further analysis and validation. 

 
Upon approval of my study, I estimate it will take two weeks to contact the candidate 
pool of 100 individuals.  Approximately another week will be dedicated to refining 
the pool to 30-40 finalists. The interviews will be conducted at a rate of about four 
per week, to total a maximum of 12 weeks.   

 
13. Project Purpose(s) and Benefits:  (400 words) 
 

Previous studies suggest significant benefits from late-life learning. The Elderlearning 
study (Lamdin & Fugate, 1997) includes a large number of college-educated adults 
who were 55 or older. The AARP study conducted by Harris Interactive Inc. (AARP, 
2000) also includes a number of college-educated subjects. Neither study, however, 
addresses my interests: the cognitive strategies older college-degreed adults use while 
learning and the benefits they perceive from learning throughout later adulthood. The 
topics of cognitive strategies and resultant benefits appear to be fertile ground for 
exploration, not only because of the current deficit of research, but also because of the 
deluge of aging, college-degreed baby boomers who want to know about the potential 
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for lifespan intellectual development and how to age well. As noted, millions of 
American seniors are already at or nearing 65 years of age. There are currently 76 
million boomers between the ages of 40-58 in the United States alone. By 2030, 19 
million college-educated adults will be in their mid-60s. Older adults as well as 
society itself could benefit from understanding the role of learning, specific cognitive 
strategies that are used by older adults, and the personal and social benefits of 
learning throughout the lifespan. Experiences from current college-educated senior 
citizens can inform the baby boom generation and those that follow. 

 
14. If participants in this proposed research may thereby be exposed to an elevated 

possibility of harm—physiological, psychological, or social—please provide the 
following information:  (UP to 500 words) 
 
a. Identify and describe the possible risks. 

As a researcher, I will endeavor to exhibit personal integrity and sensitivity at all 
times during the research process. I have developed methods that are well-suited 
for my study and that are respectful of my participants. Further, all participants in 
this study will be volunteers. I have carefully worded the questions in my survey 
to include information helpful to my study without being invasive of the 
participants’ personal lives. And I will make every effort to be sure that the 
interviews will be conducted in a comfortable location and in a non-threatening 
manner.  
 
Nonetheless, I realize that nearly any kind of study runs the risk of making 
participants at least minimally uncomfortable. I have identified two potential 
types of discomfort: 1) discomfort when being interviewed about one’s learning 
experiences and strategies as an older adult; 2) an imposition of time needed to 
dedicate to the activities in the study. 
 
One final risk unique to this study involves participant selection. Most individuals 
will have been identified by a friend or family member. To assure that none of the 
potential respondents feel “obligated” to participate because of a personal 
recommendation, every effort will be made in the introductory email or 
conversation not to take advantage of that relationship. For example, I might say, 
“I am conducting a study on learning after the age of 60 and your name was given 
to me by your grandson as someone who meets the criteria for participants in my 
study. You are certainly not under any obligation to him or me to make any effort 
to participate in the study. If you are interested and, this is an appropriate time, I’d 
like to explain my study to see whether it is of interest to you.” Moreover, I will 
explain that in return for participating, I will share the results of the study with 
them by mail when the dissertation is complete. 

 
 NOTE: for international research, please provide information about local 

culture that will assist the review committee in evaluating potential risks to 
participants, particularly when the project raises issues related to power 
differentials. 
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b. Explain why you believe the risks are so outweighed by the benefits 

described in (13) as to warrant asking participants to accept these risks.  
Include a discussion of why the research method you propose is superior to 
alternative methods that may entail less risk. 

 
I consider the risks relatively minor and have identified them as “discomforts” 
rather than risks. The benefits of the study will not only provide useful 
information, it will provide the study participants themselves with valuable 
information that I anticipate will reward them enough to compensate for any 
possible discomfort they may have experienced.  
 
The study could further minimize the risk/discomfort if it were based purely on 
the survey, however, that would significantly lessen the quality of data I hope to 
collect. I do not think that any increased risk of potential discomfort caused by 
adding the interviews will outweigh the benefits of the study.  

 
c. Explain fully how the rights and welfare of participants at risk will be 

protected (e.g., screening out particularly vulnerable participants, follow-up 
contact with participants, etc.). 

 
To allay any concerns abut responding to the interview questions, I will explain 
that my study is exploratory in nature, that there are no right or wrong answers, or 
any evaluative component. Before asking the interview questions, I will inform 
respondents that they may decline to answer any questions they find 
objectionable. If after the interview, participants become troubled by any of their 
responses, I will be available to discuss such concerns and, if requested, destroy 
any information they regret saying. Furthermore, if I sense that at any time from 
the initial selection process through the final interview and/or the focus group that 
if any of the participants is uncomfortable, intimidated, or feeling threatened, I 
will immediately stop the process and tactfully bring closure if necessary.  

 
15. Explain how participants’ privacy is addressed by your proposed research.  

Specify any steps taken to guard the anonymity of participants and/or 
confidentiality of their responses.  Indicate what personal identifying 
information will be kept, and procedures for storage and ultimate disposal of 
personal information. (400 words) 

 
Study participants will be assured of the confidentiality of their names and of all 
information gathered in the study. Any data or anecdotes generated by either the 
survey or the interviews will be treated with utmost respect. If that information is 
presented in the final study, all names will be changed and any possible identifying 
characteristics will be eliminated.  
 
All data from the study will be kept in a file cabinet in my personal residence. No one 
will have access to it. After one year, the data will be destroyed.  
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16. If questionnaires, tests, or related research instruments are to be used, then you 

must submit a copy of the instrument, or a detailed description (with examples 
of items) of the research instruments, questionnaires, or tests that are to be used 
in the project. These copies will be retained in the permanent IRB files. Submit 
documents via email or fax.   

 
Please list research instruments, questionnaires or tests here 
 
See attached. 

 
17. Submit via email or fax the informed consent statement if one is used.  If 

information other than that provided on the informed consent form is provided 
(e.g. a cover letter), attach a copy of such information.  If a consent form is not 
used, or if consent is to be presented orally, state your reason for this 
modification below. 

 
18. Will electrical or mechanical devices be applied to participants?  

   
       YES _____  NO    X   .   
 

a. If YES, describe. 
 
I agree to conduct this project in accordance with Antioch University’s policies and 
requirements involving research. 
      
 
Principal Investigator _____________________________ Date __________ 
 
Please submit from your FC personal email account 
 
Core Faculty Advisor ______________________________ Date  ___________ 
 
Faculty are requested to send an email indicating their approval of the IRB application 
submission as representative of the approved student’s research proposal. 
  
Members of the Institutional Review Board will deliberate and make a decision on your 
IRB application within two weeks of your submission.     
 
Applications should be directed to: Elizabeth Holloway, PhD, Chair, Institutional Review 
Board, eholloway@phd.antioch.edu
 

 

mailto:eholloway@phd.antioch.edu
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Appendix B 
 

Request for Study Participation 
 

To be posted on a closed web-based client and server email system. 
 
Study Title: Age Matters: The Cognitive Strategies and Benefits of Learning Among College-
Degreed, Older Adults  
Researcher: Bruce Campbell 

 
Friends and Colleagues, 
 
I am looking for participants for a research study on learning among older adults who are 60 
years of age or older. I am interested in exploring the topics older adults seek to learn about, the 
learning strategies they use, and any benefits they might realize from learning. My study consists 
of one interview of approximately two to three hours to be conducted at a place of their 
choosing. There could also be a brief follow-up interview for clarification. 
 
The criteria for possible candidates follow:  
 
Criteria for participation: 
1. Must be 60 or older 
2. Must have a college degree 
3. Must be actively engaged in learning of some form 
4. Are willing to specify their age 
5. Are willing to specify their gender  
6. May optionally decide to specify their race 
7. Are interested in articulating their learning experiences 
8. Show a willingness to consider whether benefits are derived from learning activities 

 
 

If you know of someone who fits the above criteria and who might be interested in participating 
in this study, please email me their name and a phone number or email address.  
 
Thank you for your assistance.  
 
Bruce Campbell
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Appendix C 
 

Participant Consent Form 
 

Research on Age Matters: The Cognitive Strategies and Benefits of Learning  
Among College-Degreed, Older Adults 

 
Study overview:  This study explores the learning of college-degreed, older adults in their 60s, 
70s, and 80s, the types of learning strategies that are used, and any benefits that might be realized 
from continued learning. The study consists of at least one in-depth interview that will be 
electronically recorded and a possible brief follow-up interview for clarification. Information 
collected from the interviews will then be analyzed and interpreted by the researcher. 
 
I agree to participate in this study which I understand to be a part of a dissertation to be 
submitted in partial fulfillment of the degree of Doctor of Philosophy at Antioch University. 
 
I understand if I have any additional questions regarding my rights as a research participant, I 
can contact the investigator, Bruce Campbell at bc122@yahoo.com or his advisor, Dr. Al 
Guskin, Antioch University, aguskin@phd.antioch.edu, 937-769-1360 
 
I understand there is a minimal risk that I will share confidential information during the 
electronically recorded research interview.  This risk will be minimized by  

1. the confidential handling of any interview information by the researcher, 
2. the removal of my name prior to publishing the final report,  
3. the destruction of all electronic recording and transcripts at the completion of the project. 

 
I am aware that my opinions may be utilized for research purposes but that I will not be 
identified by name or other identifying characteristics in the final written document. 
 
I understand the research findings may benefit others in the fields of cognitive psychology, 
gerontology, and adult education. 
 
I understand my participation is voluntary and I may discontinue participation at any time.  I 
have the right to express my concerns and complaints to the University Committee on Research 
Involving Human Subjects at Antioch University. 
 
 
Participant’s Signature           
 
Date Signed             
 
Investigator           ______ 
 
  

 

mailto:bc122@yahoo.com
mailto:eholloway@phd.antioch.edu
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Appendix D 
 

Interview Questions for: 
Age Matters: The Cognitive Strategies and Benefits of learning among College-Degreed, Older 

Adults 
 

Person’s name: _______________________________________________________________ 

Age: _____ Prior or current career:_____________________________________________ 

  
 
1. Recent learning

Can you tell me about any learning you have pursued since about the time you turned 60? 
 
2. Importance of learning 

How important is continued learning in your life? Why is that so…or why not? 
 
3. Crystallized versus fluid intelligence 

Think of a time when you were 18-25 years old. Can you compare your learning then 
with how it is different now?  
 
4. Formal learning strategies vs. self-directed learning strategies:  

Many older adults like taking formal classes to learn something new. Many prefer to 
learn independently at home, and still others like learning informally with a small group of 
people.  Think of a topic that really interests you. How would you go about learning it?  
 
5. Accommodation, compensation, and remediation strategies:  
 Research suggests that at some time or another, everyone has at least minimal memory 
loss. Are there any strategies you use to keep your mind sharp that you would be willing to 
discuss?    
 
6. Web-like versus ladder-like thinking skills: 
  Some researchers who study thinking and learning say that some peoples’ minds work 
like ladders and some work like webs. Ladders refer to constructing meaning in linear or 
sequential ways. Webs interconnect things in multiple layers and multiple ways. Would you 
describe your thinking as like a ladder or like a web? Can you explain why?  
 
7. New or extended learning: 

Some older adults like to learn new things and some prefer to extend their learning in 
areas in which they are already comfortable. Do you think you tend to learn about things that you 
already know a lot about or do you try new things? Please explain.  

 
8. Motivation: 
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People are motivated to learn for different reasons. What motivates you to continue 
learning?   

 
9. College degree: 

In your opinion, do you think having a college degree has influenced your learning later 
in life?  

 
10. No college degree: 

You probably know people who have not gone to college. Do you think learning might be 
different for them? 

 
11. Goals: 

People have different goals for their learning. Some like to use and apply their learning 
and some like to learn just for the pure joy of learning.  What do you like to do with your 
learning?  

 
12. Beginning a learning experience: 

Some people prefer to begin a new learning experience with a concrete, hands-on 
activity, while others prefer to begin with an overview such as reading about it. Do you prefer to 
begin learning by doing or to you prefer to begin by trying to understand the concept behind 
something?  
 
13. Creativity: 

Charles H. Fisher is a 98 year old chemist who is still discovering new relationships in 
chemical structures. Grandma Moses began painting at the age of 70 and was still creating 
masterpieces at 88. Do you think creativity is affected by aging?  If so, in what ways? 
 
14. Applying creativity: 
 Again, think of a learning experience you have had in recent years. Do you think you 
approached it in a creative, unique, or original way, developed it in a creative way, or somehow 
extended it in a creative way?  
  
15. Benefits of learning: 

There is considerable speculation about whether older adults perceive benefits from 
staying involved in learning.  What is your opinion about whether learning is beneficial for older 
adults?  Do you think you have realized any benefits from your learning? If so what are they?  

 
16. Wisdom: 

What are your thoughts about wisdom? 
 
17. Future learning: 

What plans do you have for future learning? 
 

 



 210

Appendix E 
 

Focus group questions, 10-30-05 
 

1. My focus in this study has been on your learning, so, after interviewing each of you it 
seems that your lives revolve around learning. How central is learning to your lives? 
[Addresses interview questions 1, 2, 7, 8, 11, 15] 

 
2. A large majority of you, including every woman in the study, stated a preference for web-

like thinking as opposed to ladder-like thinking. Why  do you think so many of you 
describe yourselves as web-like as opposed to ladder-like thinkers. [Addresses interview 
question 6] 

 
3. One of you answered this question on web-like versus ladder-like thinking by saying that 

men tend to become more web-like as they age, while women tend to become more 
ladder-like as they age. What is your reaction to this? [Addresses interview question 6] 

 
4. One observation in looking at the transcripts is that you responded to the question 

addressing memory in two ways. About half said you compensate for possible memory 
loss by trying to keep your minds sharp with strategies like taking notes, repetition, or 
association. The other said you compensate by doing things like puzzles and games. Can 
you elaborate on how you try to improve your memory? [Addresses interview question 5] 

 
5. Some said that having a college degree doesn’t make much difference in thinking and 

learning, but in response to a different question said that college teaches you how to think 
and learn. What are your thoughts about this apparent contradiction? [Addresses 
interview questions 9, 105] 

 
6. Regarding the benefits of learning, 22 participants in the study emphasized the social and 

emotional benefits, 14 emphasized the mental benefits. What is your reaction to the study 
participants’ perceived benefits? [Addresses interview question 15] 

 
7. Another thing that I realized never came up was illness. I have done 35 interviews and 

have read nearly 100 hours of transcripts and almost nobody mentioned physical 
ailments. I know I didn’t ask about it, but it still seems likely that it might have come up. 
What connections might exist between being an active learner and being in good physical 
health? [Addresses interview question 15] 
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`Appendix F 

NVivo Nodes  
 

1. Recent learning 
a. reading 
b. history and biography 
c. alternative medicine  
d. history   
e. continued professional 

work  
f. finance  
g. games & puzzles  
h. genealogy  
i. grandchildren  
j. spiritual learning  
k. hobbies and crafts  
l. landscaping  & decorating  
m. licensure in new profession  
n. listening to tapes  
o. teaching or mentoring  
p. new sport  
q. other cultures  
r. politics, international 

relations   
s. religion & theology  
t. science  
u. boards and committees  
v. spectator sport  
w. start a business  
x. start a new job  
y. study groups  
z. taking courses  
aa. talking to other people  
bb. technology  
cc. arts—new learning  
dd. arts—attending  
ee. environment  
ff. volunteer, social work  
gg. writing, editing  
hh. social justice issues   
ii. new language learning  

jj. public speaking  
kk. join club or organization  
ll. joining retirement inst  
mm. learning a new skill  
nn. repairing as learning 
oo. literature 
pp.  health & medicine  
qq. educational TV 
rr. learning to live alone  

2. Importance of learning 
3. Crystallized   
4. Fluid intelligence 
5. Formal learning strategies  
6. Self-directed learning strategies 
7. Accommodation, compensation, 

and remediation strategies 
8. Web-like thinking skills 
9. Ladder-like thinking skills 
10. New learning 
11. Extended learning 
12. Motivation 
13. College degree 
14. No college degree 
15. Goals 
16. Beginning learning experience 

with activity 
17. Beginning learning experience 

with an overview 
18. Creativity 
19. Applying creativity 
20. Physical benefits of learning 
21. Mental benefits of learning 
22. Social/Emotional benefits of 

learning 
23. Wisdom Beginning learning 

experience with activity 
24. Future learning 
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Appendix G 
 

Letter to Participants for Member Checks 
 

Hello ______, 
 
It's Bruce Campbell, who interviewed you for my research on learning after age 60. I have a 
favor to ask. My dissertation degree committee has asked me to conduct "member checks." That 
means that I should contact members of the group I interviewed for my research to ask if the 
transcript I analyzed is consistent with your actual remarks during the interview. I have attached 
the transcript I created of your interview. I would be grateful if you could take a few minutes to 
look through it and see if it is indeed what you said, then notify me one way or the other. Thank 
you so much.  
 
Sincerely, 
Bruce Campbell
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Appendix H 
 

Member Check Replies 
 

 
Bruce, 
 
I read the transcript; I had forgotten a lot of what we said, but it  
looks like you got it all. I can't deny any of it. 
 
I would like to see the finished product; good luck. 
 
D 
 
 
Hello, Bruce, 
 
I happened to be on the email shortly after your message popped up, and read the summary, so I 
will respond immediately.  I am impressed by the work you have accomplished since I last saw 
you! 
 
The transcript is consistent with my remarks.  I hadn't realized how repetitive I was during the 
interview, but guess that may not be unusual. The information is accurate but there are a few 
minor additions I would like to make. 
 
Most of the classes I have taken have been at Seattle University ( I may not have mentioned that 

I had been on the faculty there for several decades, so it was a switch in roles that I did fairly 
frequently during my lifetime).  The course I took about creation and some of the other courses I 
have taken there have been in the School of Theology and Ministry I also attended the Alumni 

Seminars for several years, and was a member of a book club for about a year. 
 
The coalition for the environment that I mentioned is "about" 40 organizations.  I don't know the 
exact number that belong to that group. 
 
Those are my major additions.  You did a good job, and I am looking forward to seeing the results 
of your finished product.  This has certainly been a time consuming project for you, but suspect 
the variety of people you interviewed also kept your interest high. 
 
Thanks again for including me in this study.  I have enjoyed it. 
  
Thanks again for sharing. 
 
M 

 
 

Bruce: 
 
I have reviewed the typewritten transcript of our interview and, with the 
exception of a few typographical errors, have found it to be an accurate 
record of what we talked about. 
 
J.  
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Hi Bruce,  
 
I’m sorry to be so tardy in returning the transcript copy, but it has been a hectic time for 
me in more ways than I care to review. Suffice it to say my intentions were the best! 
 
Your transcript is quite accurate. I hope the corrections I indicated make sense to you. 
CRI stands for Creative Retirement Institute. Since it is referred to frequently, I felt it 
should be correct. It is a branch of continuing education for seniors, sponsored by 
Edmonds Community College and is affiliate with national Elderhostel.  
 
I trust the tape really sounds better than it reads! The very best to you as you approach the 
end of your project. And also, may your Christmas be “merry and bright”! 
 
Sincerely, 
J. 
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Appendix I 

Letter to Outside Consultant 
 
Eleni,  

What my methods chapter says that my outside consultant (that’s you) needs to do 
is to cross-examine my data reduction process to see if the inferences I’m making are 
accurate. Since you only need to look at the process, I am only sending you this three 
questions. There are 17 questions altogether and you are welcome to read as many as you 
like although I haven’t finished all of them. So, this is a sample but for the purposes of 
your role in my study, I think it is enough. 
 
Here’s the process I used. 

1. Interviewed 35 college-degreed adults in their 60s, 70s, and 80s to determine what 
types of learning they are still pursuing, what types of cognitive strategies they 
use, and what perceived benefits they experience. 

2. Record all interviews and transcribed them. 
3. Convert the transcriptions to RTF documents and import them into NVivo 

software program.  
4. Identify nodes. The initial nodes were based on the 17 questions I asked in the 

interviews. 
5. Read each document in NVivo and code it. 
6. Go to the “Node Browser” feature in NVivo and analyze all the passages coded 

for each node.  
7. Write the findings chapter by analyzing results from each question and importing 

relevant passages from the NVivo Node Browser into the appropriate sections. 
 
What I have attached for you are three documents for three of the 17 questions. Each 
document contains two parts: A) The NVivo report for that node; and B) the section of 
the Findings Chapter that goes with that report. The three questions you are receiving are:  

1. How important is continued learning in your life? Why is that so…or why not? 
The node for this question is: Importance of learning. 

2. Research suggests that at some time or another, everyone has at least minimal 
memory loss. Are there any strategies you use to keep your mind sharp that you 
would be willing to discuss?   The node for this question is: Accommodation, 
compensation, and remediation strategies. 

3. Some researchers who study thinking and learning say that some peoples’ minds 
work like ladders and some work like webs. Ladders refer to constructing 
meaning in linear or sequential ways. Webs interconnect things in multiple layers 
and multiple ways. Would you describe your thinking as like a ladder or like a 
web? Can you explain why? The node for this question is: Web-like versus 
ladder-like thinking skills. 

 
Bruce  
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Appendix J 

Reply from Outside Consultant 
 
Hi Bruce, 
 
I have just finished reviewing the material that you send me. Everything looks excellent!!!!!!!!  
 
The construction of the categories is unambiguous and the support that you provide for each one 
of the claims is very clear!  
 
The only thing that I would "question" would be the reference to the "race" in the "web-like versus 
ladder-like" section. On page 13 you say " While differences in sex are noted above, provocative 
differences in professions and race also emerge" I think that your analysis of gender as a 
potential factor is strong and you have support for it (given the number of women in your sample) 
but race might not be as much. I know you used it as surrounding info and not a central 
argument, but as I was reading it, I questioned how many "minority" participants you had in your 
study and why you are grouping them all together ( i.e. Asian American and African Americans  
and Native Americans do not belong to the same race)  
 
Also, on Importance of Learning you say "Similar to the men, minority participants did not adhere 
to this perception of the value of learning. Only one an African American woman, relays this 
claim." Were some of the minority participants men as well?" Did you include them in your "male" 
group or did you categorize them by race?  Just something to think about...  
 
My one technical suggestion would be the inclusion of "politically correct terminology" in 
reference to various ethnic groups - I think at this point is European-Americans, African- 
American... Specific country instead of Hispanic, i.e., Mexican American, and the same with 
Asian Americans.  
 
Wonderful work!!!!!!!!!!!!! 
 
It is great to see research so in depth and comprehensive after reviewing theses for so long!!!!!!!!! 
 
Hope this helps and that this is what type of feedback you expected me to give you.  
 
Please keep me posted!!!!!! 
 
Eleni 
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