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Educational Interests of the Institutionalized Elderly 
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Abstract 

T h i s research indicates that 86% of the elderly, aged 60 to 98, residing in a long-term care 
facility, do not believe that they are too old to learn. Interest in ongoing learning is focused 
o n topics which are designed to enhance enjoyment rather than those based on mastery of 
skills. 

R é s u m é 

Cette recherche indique que 86% des personnes âgées rés idant dans une institution de soins 
p r o l o n g é s , dont l 'âge varie entre 60 et 98 ans, ne se pensent pas trop vieux pour apprendre. 
Les cours qu'ils choisissent de suivre sont dest inés à augmenter Ieurjouissance de la vie plutôt 
q u ' à a c q u é r i r de nouvelles c o m p é t e n c e s . 

I N T R O D U C T I O N 

T h i s p a p e r w i l l e x a m i n e the c o n c e p t o f o n g o i n g e d u c a t i o n that 
h i g h l i g h t s two categories o f e d u c a t i o n , expressive a n d i n s t r u m e n t a l , relative 
to life-stages o f d e v e l o p m e n t . T h e focus w i l l fal l u p o n o r i g i n a l research 
w h i c h was i n t e n d e d to ident i fy the expressed e d u c a t i o n a l interests o f 
residents, over the age o f 60, w h o are l iv ing in an ins t i tut ional sett ing. T h e 
c o n c e p t u a l base o f this research is f o u n d e d u p o n the social theory o f T . 
Parsons (1975) as a p p l i e d to e d u c a t i o n a l goals. In Parsons ' m o d e l 
mot iva t ion to gain satisfaction in l e a r n i n g appears as a dynamic concept . 

T h i s research is o f interest a n d i m p o r t a n c e because ag ing a n d e d u c a t i o n 
are two concepts w h i c h are salient i n c o n t e m p o r a r y society. First , o l d e r 
p e o p l e are b e c o m i n g an increasingly larger part o f the general p o p u l a t i o n . 
S e c o n d , i t is vi tal that o u r u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the a g i n g process be s tudied 
i n re la t ion to l e a r n i n g abi l i ty i n o r d e r to meet the educa t iona l interests o f 
today's o l d e r adults . 

A D U L T S T A G E S O E D E V E L O P M E N T 

A d u l t educators must unders tand the adul t stages o f d e v e l o p m e n t i n 
order to b u i l d a strong theoret ical f o u n d a t i o n for teaching the o l d e r adul t . 
B u h l e r ' s (1962) c l in ica l theory is c i ted as follows: 

• T h e 20-30 year o l d strives for an ident i ty t h r o u g h o c c u p a t i o n , 
marriage, po l i t i ca l , a n d rel igious a f f i l ia t ion . A t this stage the majori ty of 
the m i d d l e class use educat ion as a vehic le toward j o b advancement or 
h o m e m a k i n g . T h e c u r r i c u l u m is f o u n d e d u p o n topics relative to the 
ins t rumenta l category in preparat ion to assume an adult social ro le . 
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• T h e 30-40 year o l d is t h o u g h t to be i n a m o r e stable p e r i o d o f l i fe . 
T h e i n s t r u m e n t a l f o r m of e d u c a t i o n cont inues to d o m i n a t e , however; a n d 
the focus is n o w u p o n i m p r o v i n g skills. Expressive forms o f e d u c a t i o n also 
b e g i n to emerge a n d take the style of f r i e n d s h i p groups , e n r o l m e n t i n a 
course to study a s e c o n d language, or s imi lar pleasurable l e a r n i n g exper i 
ences. 

• T h e 40-50 year o l d sees the b e g i n n i n g o f a c o n c e r n w i t h hea l th a n d 
the physical changes o f aging. T h i s decade is also, for many, a p e r i o d of 
positive growth i n re la t ion to power a n d i n f l u e n c e . Expressive forms o f 
e d u c a t i o n are fur ther deve loped as interests t u r n toward the c o m m u n i t y 
a n d cu l tura l activities. Ins t rumenta l pursuits are lessened in the g r o u p 
aged 40-60 a n d para l le l a d i m i n i s h e d c o n c e r n w i t h one 's o c c u p a t i o n a n d 
p a r e n t i n g roles. Expressive forms o f e d u c a t i o n b e c o m e of m o r e interest; 
for example , travel, study groups , music g r o u p s , a n d s imi lar activities ga in 
g r o u n d . Ironical ly , it is also noted to be the age where mot iva t ion in 
a t t e n d i n g adul t e d u c a t i o n classes decreases (Devereaux, 1984). 

• T h e 50-60 year p e r i o d is cons idered to be a plateau r e g a r d i n g one ' s 
o c c u p a t i o n a n d a dec l ine i n terms o f ego a n d physical changes. In 
a d d i t i o n , the l i m i t a t i o n o f l ife-time is a c k n o w l e d g e d . Educators are 
p u z z l e d r e g a r d i n g the i r ro le w i t h this age g r o u p , a n d advise that perhaps 
it lies i n assisting w i t h the transi t ion to a g i n g . 

• T h e 60-70 year p e r i o d is thought to be h i g h l i g h t e d by the process o f 
disengagement . A f t e r the age o f 70, it is bel ieved that d isengagement 
occurs rapidly . T h e r e is, however, a t rend w h i c h focuses o n the various 
de f in i t ions o f successful ag ing , a n d the i m p l i c a t i o n s for e d u c a t i o n soon 
b e c o m e evident. M o r e o v e r , the concept o f d isengagement also comes 
u n d e r strong c r i t i c i sm. 

R E S E A R C H D E S I G N 

Problem Statement 

In recent years educa t iona l o p p o r t u n i t i e s for senior cit izens have 
dramat ica l ly increased . It appears, however, that the aged are slow to 
r e s p o n d to this chance to part ic ipate in a l e a r n i n g exper ience . A survey 
c o n d u c t e d by Statistics C a n a d a (Devereaux, 1984) repor ted that there was 
a s ignif icant dec l ine i n the rate o f par t i c ipa t ion i n adul t e d u c a t i o n after the 
age o f 45. T h e highest rate (29%) o f e n r o l m e n t was a m o n g those 25-34 
years o f age. N e x t i n rank o r d e r were those 35-44 years o f age w i t h a 
par t i c ipa t ion rate o f 2 5 % (p. 6) . A m o n g the re t i red p o p u l a t i o n (65 years 
a n d over) the rate o f e n r o l m e n t was only 3 % (p. 8) . T h i s survey was 
d i rec ted at those elderly l iv ing in the g e n e r a l c o m m u n i t y . It does n o t 
cons ider those elderly w h o live in an ins t i tu t iona l setting. 
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A g i n g is natura l . For many, however, one effect o f a longer life w i l l be 
d i m i n i s h e d physical heal th a n d the resultant need to enter a senior resi
dence , a long- term care facility, or n u r s i n g h o m e . T h i s step n e e d not 
b e c o m e , as it presently is for many, an emot iona l ly devastating exper ience . 
It is frequent ly perce ived w i t h fear as a t ime when one is snatched f r o m the 
c o m m u n i t y a n d p l a c e d in a setting where personal exper iences are negated 
a n d personal growth is hal ted — a place to l inger u n t i l death . Conversely, 
a m o r e positive att i tude toward ag ing can be facil i tated by adul t educators 
w h o intervene at cr i t ica l deve lopmenta l stages o f life. L i f e l o n g l e a r n i n g 
may be c o n s i d e r e d as a f o r m a l or i n f o r m a l process w h i c h brings about 
behaviora l changes as a consequence of maturity, exper ience , insight, or 
study (Peterson, 1975). 

O n e m e t h o d o f r e a c h i n g some o f the h i d d e n non-part ic ipants of f o r m a l 
l e a r n i n g activities is to reach in to the u n c o n v e n t i o n a l settings o f teaching, 
i n t o the senior res ident ia l centres, n u r s i n g homes, long- term care hospitals, 
a n d s imi lar inst i tut ions in o r d e r to identify the educat iona l interests o f this 
p o p u l a t i o n . M o r e o v e r , the N a t i o n a l Advisory C o u n c i l on A g i n g (Prior i t ies 
F o r A c t i o n , 1981) supports the n o t i o n o f l i f e long l e a r n i n g for al l e lder ly 
regardless o f res idence. T h e C o u n c i l ' s perspective is that after the age of 
65 the e lder ly " . . . w i l l cont inue to need to develop, to grow, to learn , to 
e x p a n d the scope o f their life exper ience" (p. 15). E d u c a t i o n a l programs 
for those over 60 years o f age w i l l c o n t i n u e to be weak u n t i l social attitudes 
to l i f e l o n g l e a r n i n g become more positive and adul t educators ack
nowledge that the e lder ly have u n i q u e needs a n d interests. T h i s c o n t i n u e d 
search for knowledge is a n o r m a l progression of one's personal growth . 

Research Hypotheses 

A review of selected l i terature f r o m various professions such as adul t 
e d u c a t i o n , psychology, social work, a n d medic ine indicates that l i f e l o n g 
l e a r n i n g is a concept w h i c h is interwoven into deve lopmenta l stages o f l i fe . 
Personal growth is n o t hal ted at a certain age nor is it i n f l u e n c e d by one 's 
place o f residence. A c c o r d i n g l y , this research wi l l e x a m i n e the f o l l o w i n g 
hypotheses: 

• T h a t a s ignif icant majority o f the residents o f an ins t i tut ional setting, 
60 years of age a n d o lder , d o not believe they are too o l d to learn ; 

• T h a t the ins t i tut ional ized elderly w i l l choose topics of interest 
categorized as "expressive" rather than " ins t rumenta l " . 

Definition of Terms 

For the purpose o f this research the fo l lowing terms are funct ional ly 
d e f i n e d : 
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1) Resident: A resident is d e f i n e d as an alert male or female, over 60 
years of age, l iv ing i n an inst i tut ional setting a n d d e p e n d e n t u p o n 
profess ional or non-profess ional assistance in p e r f o r m i n g activities o f daily 
l i v i n g . Assistance may be r e q u i r e d for personal hygiene a n d g r o o m i n g , 
n u t r i t i o n , m e d i c a l a n d / o r n u r s i n g care, and e m o t i o n a l support . 

2) Institutional Setting: A n inst i tut ional setting is d e f i n e d as a private or 
p u b l i c h o m e or hospital w h i c h provides twenty-four h o u r professional care 
for the elderly o n a long- term basis. 

3) Expressive Category: T h e expressive category is a classification o f 
topics offered as a l e a r n i n g activity w h i c h provide i m m e d i a t e satisfaction 
i n a n d of themselves. Such topics are sometimes classified as l ibera l , a n d 
assist one in personal growth t h r o u g h an examinat ion o f values w h i c h leads 
to a n expans ion o f self-awareness a n d , in turn , improves re lat ionships a n d 
heightens c o p i n g skills. In this study 22 topics have been label led as 
expressive, us ing earl ier research as a guide (Hiemstra , 1972). 

4) Instrumental Category: T h e instrumental category is a classification 
o f topics offered as a l earn ing exper ience w h i c h provide future satisfaction. 
These topics are also cons idered vocational , pragmatic , a n d direc ted 
outside oneself. Such topics can improve one's life s i tuat ion by p r o v i d i n g 
skills for survival. In this research 22 topics have been label led as instru
m e n t a l using the p r o c e d u r e descr ibed above. 

5) Education interest: This t e r m is def ined a c c o r d i n g to S t rong (1943) 
as follows: "Interest is present w h e n we are aware of o u r set or disposi t ion 
toward the object. W e l ike the object when we are p r e p a r e d to react 
toward it; we disl ike the object w h e n we wish to let it a lone or get away 
f r o m it ." (p. 7). 

6) Inopie of Interest: T h i s term refers to the 44 topics w h i c h were listed 
o n the quest ionnaire . Twenty-two of these topics b e l o n g to the expressive 
category and twenty-two to the instrumental category. N o descr ipt ion of 
content was given. 

In this research the respondents ' interest level was measured for each 
o f the 44 topics a c c o r d i n g to the responses which were given to a f ive-point 
L i k e r t Scale. 

Population 

T h e inst i tut ional ized geriatric p o p u l a t i o n was the focus o f this research. 
T h e sample p o p u l a t i o n was not r a n d o m . However , the cr i ter ia for admis

sion into a long-term care facility is, in general , s tandardized. T h e r e f o r e , 
it was assumed that the data p r o d u c i n g sample was representative o f the 
nst i tut ional ized geriatric p o p u l a t i o n of the urban centres in Q u e b e c . 
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T h e selected sample p o p u l a t i o n for this research consisted o f residents 
o f ins t i tu t iona l settings: one l o n g - t e r m care hospi ta l , one rehab i l i t a t ion 
centre , a n d four n u r s i n g h o m e s located i n M e t r o p o l i t a n M o n t r e a l . T h e 
cr i ter ia for par t i c ipat ion were: n o d e m e n t i a or dement ia-re lated diagnosis , 
over 60 years o f age, a n d a wi l l ingness to comple te a ques t ionna i re . 
Physical l imi ta t ions a n d / o r c h r o n i c illness were not c o n s i d e r e d to be 
i n h i b i t i n g factors. T h e names o f potent ia l part ic ipants were s u p p l i e d by 
e i ther the Execut ive D i r e c t o r o r the D i r e c t o r of N u r s i n g o f each facility. 
T h e respondents h a d diversi f ied backgrounds . T h e r e was a ba lanced m i x 
o f residents f r o m inst i tut ions designated as R o m a n C a t h o l i c , Jewish , 
Salvation A r m y , a n d U n i t e d C h u r c h . T h e c u l t u r a l a n d re l ig ious 
backgrounds , however, were not e x a m i n e d in this study. T h e 
d a t a - p r o d u c i n g sample consisted o f 70 w o m e n a n d 30 m e n . 

Age of population 

T h e r e was an age range o f 60 to 98 a m o n g the 100 ins t i tu t iona l ized 
elderly w h o part ic ipated in this study. T h e average age was 82. T h e ages 
were d i v i d e d in to three categories: the " y o u n g - o l d " , aged 60-79; the 
" m i d d l e - o l d " , 80-89; a n d the " o l d - o l d " , 90 and above. A s indica ted i n Tab le 
1, those aged 80-89 had the highest rate o f p a r t i c i p a t i o n . T h e age 
di f ference between the sexes was not significant. H o w e v e r , there were 
m o r e female (70) than male (30) respondents . 

T A B L E 1 

Age of Population by Sex 

60 - 79 80 - 89 90 + Total 

Age 
N % N % N % N % 

Female 

Male 

25 

10 

35.7 

33.3 

42 

15 

60.0 

50.0 

3 

5 

4.3 

16.7 

70 

30 

100.0 

100.0 

Total S5 35.0 57 57.0 5 8.0 100 100.0 

Education level of population 

The respondents ' highest level o f educat ion was placed in to one of four 
categories: 1) p r i m a r y school , 2) h i g h school , 3) some post-secondary 
e d u c a t i o n , w h i c h i n c l u d e d vocat iona l school or col lege, a n d 4) col lege or 
university graduate , i n c l u d i n g the undergraduate a n d the graduate levels 
(Table 2) . T h e female part ic ipants had attained a h i g h e r level of 
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e d u c a t i o n than the males. T h e Chi-Square measur ing the di f ference 
between male a n d female level o f educat ion was signif icant (p <.05). 

T A B L E 2 

Level of Education by Sex 

Highest 

Level 

Primary H i g h 
School 

Some 
College 

University Total 
Highest 

Level 
N % N % N % N % N % 

Female 22 31.4 21 30.0 11 15.7 16 22.9 70 100.0 

Male 17 56.7 4 13.3 5 16.7 4 13.4 30 100.0 

Total 39 39.0 25 25.0 16 16.0 20 20.0 100 100.0 

Data Collecting Instrument 

T h i s research used a quest ionnaire as the m e t h o d of co l l ec t ing data. 
T h e potent ia l respondents were a p p r o a c h e d , by the interviewer, o n an 
i n d i v i d u a l basis; the study's a i m and the steps o f the process were 
e x p l a i n e d . T h e r e was a h i g h level of cooperat ion , i n d e e d , enthusiasm, 
a m o n g many of the e lderly i n c o m p l e t i n g the survey. M o r e than 8 0 % of 
the respondents chose to be interviewed. T h e others elected to c o m p l e t e 
the quest ionnaire a lone a n d to re turn it at a p r e d e t e r m i n e d date. T h e 
refusal rate was low; on ly four people excused themselves f r o m the 
interview because of b e i n g " too t i red" or not feel ing wel l . T h e r e were 115 
i n d i v i d u a l s w h o agreed to part ic ipate and 100 comple ted quest ionnaires 
were cons idered for the study. Fifteen questionnaires were rejected ei ther 
because o f incompleteness or not meet ing validity cr i teria . 

T h e first page o f the quest ionnaire was designed to obta in : 

• B i o g r a p h i c a l data such as age, sex and educat ional b a c k g r o u n d ; 
• Interest in adul t e d u c a t i o n programs in terms of hea l th or b e i n g too 

o l d ; 
• Present p e r c e p t i o n o f educat iona l needs be ing met or not; 
• H o w m u c h time they were w i l l i n g to devote to adul t educat ion 

courses. 

It is beyond the scope of this paper to i n c l u d e the complete research 
results. 

T h e f o l l o w i n g four pages listed 44 topics g r o u p e d a c c o r d i n g to f o u r 
areas: 1) Arts a n d Science, 2) Fine Arts a n d Crafts, 3) H e a l t h Care , 
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Recrea t ion and Le isure , a n d 4) Personal L i f e . T h e s e t o p i c s w e r e c o m p i l e d 
us ing the advertisements for communi ty-based adul t educat ion programs. 
Interest i n each topic a n d interest in a t tending a class in that topic were 
measured o n a five-point I i k e r t Scale: 1, no t at a l l ; 2, a little bit; 3, some; 
4, quite a bit; a n d 5, a great dea l . T h e topics were then categorized as 
i n s t r u m e n t a l (22) a n d expressive (22) as descr ibed above. In a c c o r d wi th 
the ear l ier research the respondents were not made aware o f the divis ion 
o f topics. 

T h e quest ionnaire was then pretested for rel iabi l i ty , val idity, a n d 
appropriateness wi th a sample p o p u l a t i o n o f twenty people . T h e pretest 
p o p u l a t i o n consisted o f those l i v i n g i n an inst i tut ional setting a n d aged 60 
to 86; the average age was 75. S o m e features w h i c h were c o n s i d e r e d when 
testing for appropriateness were: a m o u n t o f t ime r e q u i r e d to c o m p l e t e the 
quest ionnaire , size o f the p r i n t , c o l o u r of the paper a n d the ease of 
c o m p l e t i n g the ques t ionnaire wi thout assistance. A n example o f a 
response to a topic was given in o r d e r to facilitate clarity. Lastly, pretest ing 
indica ted that most p e o p l e pre fer red b e i n g interviewed rather than 
c o m p l e t i n g the ques t ionnaire a lone . Nonetheless , part ic ipants were given 
an o p t i o n . A g r e e i n g to this request h e l d a clear advantage in r e a c h i n g a 
greater n u m b e r o f respondents , those who m i g h t otherwise have refused 
par t i c ipat ion , notably because o f p o o r vis ion or ar thr i t ic hands, or by those 
w h o were i l l i terate. 

R E S U L T S 

Hypothesis One 

T h e first hypothesis was that a s ignif icant majority of the residents o f an 
inst i tut ional ized setting, 60 years o f age a n d o lder , d o not believe they are 
too o l d to learn. 

T w o questions e x a m i n e d this suppos i t ion ; bo th questions requested a 
"yes" or " n o " reply. 

O n e quest ion asked: " D o y o u feel that your present state o f health 
d o e s / w o u l d prevent you f r o m par t i c ipat ing in adul t educat ion classes?" 
Fur ther data were gathered f r o m a response to the statement: "I a m too 
o ld to par t i c ipate/learn . " 

Health 

In answer to a quest ion relevant to self-appraisal o f heal th , a s ignif icant 
majority (78%) o f the residents rejected the n o t i o n that their heal th w o u l d 
interfere wi th their abil i ty to part ic ipate in a l e a r n i n g activity (Table 3). 
Twenty-two percent bel ieved that their present state o f heal th was an 
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i n h i b i t i n g factor. Surpr is ingly there was n o signif icant d i f ference in the 
responses w h e n c o m p a r i n g age groups . 

T A B L E 3 

Responses by Age on Self-appraisal of Stale of Health 

Age 
60 - 79 80 89 90 + Total 

Age 
N % N % N % N % 

N o 26 74.3 48 84.2 4 50.0 78 78.0 

Yes 9 2S.7 9 15.8 4 50.0 22 22.0 

Too Old to Learn 

T h e statement: "I a m too o l d to part ic ipate/learn" was direct ly focused 
u p o n the first hypothesis. T h e response was strong a n d clear. A 
signif icant majority o f 8 6 % disagreed, 6% were uncer ta in , a n d only 8% 
agreed (Table 4). It was n o t e d that the highest response was a m o n g those 
r e s p o n d i n g to the "strongly disagree" category (55%) a n d the lowest 
response was to "strongly agree" (1%). 

In this research the elderly have not accepted the societal m y t h o f b e i n g 
too o l d to learn . Hypothes is one was accepted. 

Hypothesis Two 

T h e second hypothesis stated that the inst i tut ional ized elderly, 60 years 
o f age a n d older , w i l l choose topics of interest categorized as "expressive" 
rather than " ins t rumenta l " . 

Interest in Topics 

T h e respondents ' interest in each of forty-four topics was r e c o r d e d 
a c c o r d i n g to a five-point L i k e r t scale. I h e responses were weighted as 
follows: 1, not at a l l ; 2, a l i tde bit; 3, some; 4, quite a bit; a n d 5, a great 
deal . 
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T A B L E 4 

Responses by age to the Statement, "I am loo old to learn or participate " 

60 79 80 - 89 90 + Total 

Age 
N % N % N % N % 

Strongly 
Disagree 

22 62.8 29 50.9 4 50.0 55 55.0 

Disagree 10 28.6 19 33.3 2 25.0 31 31.0 

Uncertain i 2.9 5 8.8 0 0.0 6 6.0 

Agree 2 5.7 4 7.0 1 12.5 7 7.0 

Strongly 
Agree 

0 0.0 0 0.0 1 12.5 1 1.0 

T h i s p r o c e d u r e resulted in a weighted-interest scale wi th a range o f 100 
to 400. T h i s scale was adjusted, for ease o f ca lcula t ion , to a 0 to 300 range. 
T h e topics were then r a n k e d in to six divisions f o l l o w i n g a 50-point range 

o f weighted level o f interest (Table 5 ) . T h e six divisions were d e f i n e d 
relative to expressed interest, w h i c h i m p l i e d appropriateness for p r o g r a m 
p l a n n i n g . 

T A B L E 5 

Number of Topics in each Division 

D i v i s i o n W e i g h t e d N o . o f 
Interest T o p i c s 

H i g h Interest 300 to 250 1 
Pre ferred 250 to 200 3 
Eventua l 200 to 150 9 
Indi f ferent 150 to 100 9 
S h o u l d not be 100 to 50 14 

cons idered 
Rejected 50 to 0 8 

! a b l e 6 also indicates the category o f each topic and the weighted level 
o f interest o f each topic . 
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T A B L E 6 

T o p i c s R a n k e d A c c o r d i n g to G e n e r a l Interest 

Rank Category Topics Interest Division 

1 E World Affairs 286 High Interest 

2 E Music (Appreciation) 236 Preferred 

3 E Second Language 235 

4 E Literature, Poetry 207 250 - 200 

5 E Bridge, Card Games 191 Eventual 

6 E H u m a n Relations 188 

7 E History, Geography 181 

8 E Educational Games 170 

9 E Public Speaking 169 

10 I Nutrition and Cooking 168 

11 1 Medical Information 154 

12 E Sewing, Weaving, Etc. 151 

13 E Music (Playing) 150 200 - 150 

14 1 Low Impact Aerobics 147 Indifferent 

15 I Religion, Sociology 143 

16 I Travel Information 121 

17 E Philosophy 120 

18 I Business Administration 116 

19 E Indoor Gardening 116 

20 E Creative Writing 109 

21 E Painting, Drawing 106 

22 ! Stress Reduction 104 150 - 100 

23 I Gerontology 97 Should not be 

24 E Art History 92 Considered 

25 I Economics 85 

26 E Interior Decorating 83 

27 I Law for the Senior 80 

28 I Tax Planning 70 

29 I Senior Consumerism 67 

30 1 Physical and Natural 65 

31 E Science 64 

32 E Fashion, Jewellery 63 

33 E Ceramics, Pottery 63 

34 E Social Dancing 58 

35 I Woodworking 53 

36 I Aqua Fimess 53 100 - 50 

First Aid 
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57 
58 
39 
40 
41 
42 
43 
44 

E Photography 
Diversities of Judaism 
Computer (Any 
Topics) 
Machine Shop 
Social, Community 
Work 

Retirement Planning 
Real Estate 
Employability Skills 

46 
42 
39 
16 
16 
10 
9 
0 

Rejected 

50 - 0 

Order of topic choices 

T h e r e are only four topics w h i c h are listed i n the 300 to 200 div is ion 
and qual i fy as having a "great d e a l " a n d "quite a bit" o f interest . 

W o r l d Affa irs was the p r i m e topic o f interest. M u s i c A p p r e c i a t i o n (#2) 
differed i n choice f r o m M u s i c P lay ing (#13). S e c o n d language was the 
th i rd r a n k e d choice . T h e pre fer red language was F r e n c h . E n g l i s h was 
chosen by a minor i ty o f French-Canadians . T h e r e were 9 topics wi th a 
weighted interest between 200 a n d 150 w h i c h indica ted a "l itt le bit o f 
interest". These n ine topics w h i c h were r a n k e d 5 to 13 were labe l led 
'Eventua l " topics i n terms o f p r o g r a m p l a n n i n g . T h e r e m a i n i n g n i n e 
topics were r a n k e d 14-22 w i t h a weighted interest of 150 to 100 a n d were 
considered to h o l d "some" interest a n d thus were listed as " Indif ferent" . 

T h e highest n u m b e r o f topics (14) were i n the " S h o u l d not be 
cons idered" d iv is ion . These topics were ranked 23 to 36 w i t h a weighted 
nterest r a n g i n g f r o m 100 to 50. T h e r e were 8 "Re jected" topics w h i c h 
,vere r a n k e d 37 to 44 a n d weighted 50 to 0 on the interest scale. These 
iopics were "not at a l l " of interest. 

Statistical Analysis 

A s imple analysis o f variance ( A N O V A , F-tesl) was the parametr ic 
arocedure w h i c h was chosen for data analysis. T h e probabi l i ty for 
;tatistical s ignif icance was set at the .05 level. T h e statistical f indings for 
;ach sample uni t follows: 
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T A B L E 7 

Means and Standard Deviations 
for the Expressive and Instrumental Topics 

Instrumental Expressive 

M e a n 140.0 75.2 

Standard 
Deviat ion 

65.5 49.8 

T h e between-sample a n d within-sample differences were h ighly 
signif icant (p <.01). T h e r e was a statistically signif icant d i f ference shown 
by the inst i tut ional ized e lder ly in their choice o f topics categorized as 
"expressive" or " ins t rumenta l " . A c c o r d i n g l y , hypothesis two was accepted: 
the elderly res id ing i n an inst i tut ional setting prefer topics label led 
"expressive" rather than " ins t rumenta l " . 

Expressive Topics. T h e part ic ipants in this study have i n d i c a t e d a 
preference for topics categorized as expressive. A review o f T a b l e 5 
suggests that most o f the expressive topics carry the potent ia l o f be ing 
c o n d u c t e d in a g r o u p setting. A setting w h i c h can be m a d e c o n d u c i v e to 
o p e n dialogue fosters the interweaving o f past experiences w i t h present 
events. A c c o r d i n g l y the doorway to personal growth is set ajar. T h e 
p r i n c i p a l topic, W o r l d Affa irs , serves as an example . M a n y elderly 
expressed a desire to fo l low-up o n news stories t h r o u g h s m a l l discussion 
groups with their peers a n d someone w i t h a d d i t i o n a l knowledge w h o c o u l d 
act as a g r o u p leader. O t h e r s were clear i n stating that they d i d not enjoy 
speaking in a g r o u p because they thought o f themselves as " too shy", but 
expressed a desire to at tend a "news" session a n d l isten. T h i s aged 
p o p u l a t i o n has exper ienced extensive social , technologica l , a n d subsequent 
personal change. T h e i r need to r e s p o n d to these ka le idoscopic shifts 
c a n n o t be hal ted. T h i s n e e d was also suggested by giving a n ins t rumenta l 
topic an expressive focus. Trave l I n f o r m a t i o n , w h i c h r a n k e d sixteenth on 
the general interest list, was perceived as a f o r u m for discuss ion. Some 
respondents suggested that travel f i lms be shown w h i c h e m p h a s i z e d various 
cultures and geographic areas. Very few respondents cons idered this topic 
as a concrete base for p l a n n i n g a t r ip . 

S e c o n d Language , the third-rank choice , requires that o n e not study in 
isolat ion; this topic is most appropr ia te for study in a small g r o u p . 
Notably , French is the language o f the majority l iv ing in this province a n d 
thus by expressing an interest in language the respondents have stated a 
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n e e d to be part o f the c o m m u n i t y at large. H u m a n Relat ions , w h i c h 
r a n k e d f i f th o n the expressive scale, suggests the same desire for m o r e 
social in terac t ion a n d c o m p a n i o n s h i p w h i c h w o u l d be b o n d e d by a 
sympathetic u n d e r s t a n d i n g based u p o n c o m m o n exper iences . 

L i t e ra ture a n d Poetry, the f o u r t h " P r e f e r r e d " topic, c o u l d also be h e l d 
t h r o u g h smal l g r o u p discussions a n d are excel lent tools for s p a r k i n g m e m 
ories. M a n y aged p e o p l e stated that they enjoyed r e a d i n g novels a n d 
several, wi th visual loss, c o n t i n u e d to read with special aids. T h e shar ing 
o f l i terary thoughts h e l d appeal . P u b l i c speaking, as a topic i n itself, was 
r a n k e d i n n i n t h pos i t ion o n the expressive interest scale. O t h e r topics 
w h i c h were perceived as interactive g r o u p l e a r n i n g activities were card a n d 
e d u c a t i o n a l games, r a n k e d n u m b e r five on the expressive list. T h e r e were 
m a n y p e o p l e who were keenly interested in br idge . I n d e e d , one person 
w h o played at the master's level , a t tempted to teach the game to her peers. 

It was interest ing to note h o w some of the aged have adapted to some 
physica l losses. M u s i c ( A p p r e c i a t i o n ) , the second most p o p u l a r topic, 
d i f f e r e d in c h o i c e f r o m M u s i c (P laying) , w h i c h was l isted as n u m b e r 13 in 
the genera l rank. B o t h aspects o f music were j u d g e d as a pleasure w h i c h 
c o u l d be shared. However , many of the elderly l a m e n t e d their inabi l i ty to 
c o n t i n u e p lay ing an ins t rument , o r drawing a n d p a i n t i n g , because o f 
ar thr i t i c hands a n d / o r p o o r v is ion . Conversely, many w o m e n were active 
w i t h needlework , w h i c h r a n k e d n u m b e r ten as an expressive interest. 
M a n y h a d learned this ski l l as a youngster a n d f o u n d pleasure in its 
o n g o i n g pursui t . T h e y were also aware o f their l imitat ions , however, a n d 
a l located a specific t ime for the activity, mainly d u r i n g the dayl ight hours . 
O n the other h a n d , physical losses in f luenced the respondents ' expressed 
interests. Some topics w h i c h were perceived negatively, i n b o t h 
i n s t r u m e n t a l a n d expressive categories, were those w h i c h d e m a n d e d some 
physica l activity a n d d o not a c c o m m o d a t e to physical in f i rmi t ies such as 
p o o r eyesight, h e a r i n g , or p r o b l e m s wi th mobi l i ty . S o m e o f these topics 
have been n o t e d above; other topics, a c c o r d i n g to genera l rank (#32 to 
37) , i n c l u d e Socia l D a n c i n g , Ceramics , W o o d w o r k i n g , A q u a Fitness, First 
A i d , P h o t o g r a p h y , a n d (#40) M a c h i n e Shop. A n d , as was stated, l e a r n i n g 
about the c o m p u t e r (#39) was "best left to the y o u n g . " Consequent ly , the 
expressive topics were perce ived as those w h i c h were a p p r o p r i a t e to 
"s tudent" in terac t ion a n d dia logue . 

Instrumental Topics. Al ternate ly , the ins trumental topics d e m a n d e d that 
the teacher act as the g r o u p expert in p r o v i d i n g new i n f o r m a t i o n or skills. 
H e n c e , the classes w o u l d be m o r e appropriate ly c o n d u c t e d as lectures a n d 
there w o u l d be less t ime al lot ted to "student" d ia logue . N u t r i t i o n a n d 
M e d i c a l I n f o r m a t i o n , the first a n d second r a n k e d on the i n s t r u m e n t a l list, 
are topics w h i c h suggested an interest in healthy aging. 
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Paradoxical ly , G e r o n t o l o g y was a topic w h i c h h e l d little interest for the 
elderly. It r a n k e d twenty-third on the general interest list as a topic w h i c h 
" S h o u l d not be c o n s i d e r e d " when p l a n n i n g programs for the e lderly . In 
response to this topic some people of fered comments such as: "I know al l 
about it [aging]" , "I c o u l d teach the course", " I ' m l iv ing it", a n d s imply 
" N o , one day I l o o k e d in the m i r r o r a n d saw that I a m o l d . " It was made 
clear that this was a subject in w h i c h the aged h e l d true exper ience . 
Incidental ly , it is interest ing that the h i g h l y successful E lderhos te l P r o g r a m 
does not i n c l u d e the ag ing process, o r related topics, i n its c u r r i c u l u m . 

A n o t h e r surprise was that re l ig ion r a n k e d n u m b e r 15 o n the general 
interest list, thus p lac ing it in to the " Indi f ferent" d iv is ion . T h i s f i n d i n g is 
i n c o n t r a d i c t i o n to the general ly h e l d o p i n i o n that as one ages one turns 
toward r e l i g i o n . M a n y respondents , with var ied rel igious backgrounds , 
stated that they had studied re l ig ion as a youngster and had " h a d e n o u g h . " 

Some other topics w h i c h h e l d little interest i n c l u d e d Law for the Senior , 
T a x P l a n n i n g , a n d Sen ior C o n s u m e r i s m , respectively r a n k e d 27, 28, a n d 
29 o n the general interest list. O n e possible exp lanat ion for this lack o f 
interest is that most o f the inst i tut ional ized elderly have such matters 
managed by family m e m b e r s or social workers. They were satisfied w i t h 
the status q u o . 

C o n s e q u e n d y , this study's results were i n agreement wi th those 
educators a n d social scientists w h o advocate that o ld age is a t ime for 
l o o k i n g back a n d a p p l y i n g past experiences to present l e a r n i n g activities 
i n order to l o o k forward wi th s trengthened u n d e r s t a n d i n g or new insights. 
T h e topics categorized as expressive serve as a guide toward this e n d . 

C O N C L U S I O N S 

Health 

T h i s study has sought a physically frai l yet mental ly alert p o p u l a t i o n . 
O v e r 35% used a wheelchair , visual a n d auditory acuity was d i m i n i s h e d , 
two respondents were b l i n d , a n d c h r o n i c illness a d d e d to the list o f hea l th 
concerns . St i l l , o n c o n d i t i o n that the l earn ing p r o g r a m be h e l d at their 
residence, most people (78%) bel ieved that their heal th w o u l d not prevent 
attendance. 

A s previous relevant research indicates attitude appears to be the most 
pervasive and debi l i ta t ing barr ier toward l i fe long l e a r n i n g . If one h o l d s a 
negative attitude, pleasure i n par t i c ipa t ing in an activity is absent. 
L e a r n i n g , in part, can be cons idered as the consequence o f satisfaction a n d 
reward. If the e lderly feel i n t i m i d a t e d , or otherwise u n c o m f o r t a b l e , in a 
classroom setting a sense o f satisfaction in l earn ing w i l l be l ack ing . A g e 
itself is not a factor; f r o m a pragmatic v iewpoint h o w a person funct ions in 
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everyday life may be the best indica tor o f l e a r n i n g abil i ty. T h e aged w h o 
have par t i c ipated in this study underscore this po in t . 

Too Old to Learn 

T h e aged in this study have clearly rejected the n o t i o n o f b e i n g too o l d 
to learn . T h e " m i d d l e - o l d " were those who most strongly d isagreed. M a n y 
were v e h e m e n t in d e n y i n g that age was a factor in l e a r n i n g . Inde e d , some 
seemed to be insul ted by the statement. ConsequenÜy, there are many 
i m p l i c a t i o n s w h i c h c o u l d be e x a m i n e d . Is the n o t i o n of b e i n g "too o l d " in 
itself one that calls for a defensive response? W o u l d a "yes" answer be 
equated w i t h a d m i t t i n g to a lessening of cognit ive ability? Does the 
statement expose an i n h e r e n t assault to self-esteem, a p a r a l l e l between 
ag ing a n d abi l i ty w h i c h is stereotypically negative? Does the response 
indicate a true percept ion? 

In o r d e r to gain a ful ler u n d e r s t a n d i n g of responses to the phrase "too 
o l d to l e a r n " , cognit ive as wel l as non-cognit ive aspects o f l e a r n i n g need 
at tent ion . F o r instance, m i n i m i z i n g the factors w h i c h may interfere with 
l e a r n i n g has c o m e to be seen as a major task for a d u l t educators . Research 
evidence cont inues to m o u n t w h i c h indicates the aged can learn whe n 
intel lectual ly chal lenged a n d health is m a i n t a i n e d . O n e c lear barr ier o n 
the path o f l i f e long l e a r n i n g is a lack o f u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f h o w the ag ing 
b r a i n funct ions i n re lat ion to one's general heal th . Too frequent ly the 
process o f n o r m a l aging is l i n k e d wi th the process o f disease a n d dec l ine . 
T h e risk o f c h r o n i c disease a n d disabil i ty does increase w i t h age, but it is 
n o t necessarily cognitively incapaci ta t ing . M e d i c a l research notes that in 
spite o f a l l c l in i ca l studies "we still k n o w very little about the relative impact 
o f d i f ferent c h r o n i c condi t ions o n patients' f u n c t i o n i n g a n d wel l -be ing" 
(Stewart, 1989, p . 907) . T o d a y many more people survive illnesses because 
o f the i m p r o v e d methods o f treatment w h i c h have de ve lo pe d over the 
years. A c c o r d i n g l y , cognit ive abil i t ies cannot be measured in isolat ion; 
physical a n d psychological variables must also be given a t tent ion . 

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S 

O n e consequence of this research was an insight in to the technique of 
co l lec t ing data f r o m the elderly. First, the vast majority o f respondents 
pre fer red be ing interviewed, rather than c o m p l e t i n g a ques t ionnai re a n d 
r e t u r n i n g it at a later t ime. T h i s p r o c e d u r e was, of course, m o r e t ime con
s u m i n g for the interviewer, but it also had its advantages. T h e 
ques t ionnaire was c o m p l e t e d , there was no c o n c e r n about a fa i lure rate of 
re turn a n d the interviewer ga ined subject-related i n f o r m a t i o n f r o m the 
respondents . In a d d i t i o n , the interviewer must be able to q u i c k l y establish 
a rapport with the e lderly respondent and must be ever-vigilant not to 
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g u i d e the respondents ' repl ies or comments . A l d i o u g h the m i n i m u m urne 
al lotted for each interview was twenty minutes , in practice the average 
t ime was forty-five minutes with several i n d i v i d u a l sessions lasting as l o n g 
as o n e h o u r . T h i s t ime was wel l spent. Reminiscences o f school days, 
teachers, rules, sadness at hav ing one 's educat ion i n t e r r u p t e d or s topped 
because o f wars, the Depress ion , or family struggles was a tale f requent ly 
t o l d . 

A second insight was that the quest ionnaire w h i c h is used for the elderly 
respondent s h o u l d dif fer f r o m that used with the adult p o p u l a t i o n in gen
era l . D u r i n g the interviews it became apparent that most o f the e lderly 
t e n d e d to answer in extremes. For example , responses were "yes" or " n o " , 
w h e n asked about their interest in a topic. T h e ref inements o f answer 
r e q u i r e d o f a L i k e r t scale were often i g n o r e d . It fo l lowed that it was 
f requent ly necessary to r e m i n d the respondent o f the scale's usefulness; 
some adapted to it quickly , others d i d not . Consequendy , it is recom
m e n d e d that other researchers w o r k i n g with the aged p o p u l a t i o n cons ider 
the questions: Is it appropr ia te to use a I i k e r t scale wi th the elderly? Does 
this scale increase the chance o f e r r o r rather than increase the sensitivity 
o f response? 

A n o t h e r cons iderat ion is that i f it is ant ic ipated that the respondents 
c o m e f r o m wide geographic a n d cul tura l backgrounds, the educat ion level 
is best measured by the n u m b e r o f years spent at s chool rather than 
a t tempt ing to "f i t" each response into a N o r t h A m e r i c a n equivalent . 

T h e results o f this research suggest further study relevant to the 
ins t i tut ional ized elderly. T h e knowledge base of adult educat ion c o u l d be 
s trengthened by a comparat ive e x a m i n a t i o n of the educat ional interests 
o f the inst i tut ional ized elderly w i t h cohorts l iv ing in the c o m m u n i t y at 
large. Such f u n d a m e n t a l knowledge c o u l d lead to more sensitized adul t 
e d u c a t i o n programs w h i c h are in h a r m o n y with deve lopmenta l a n d life-
s i tuat ion transitions. For example , are die needs o f die aged, l iv ing outside 
o f an inst i tut ional setting m o r e instrumental? T h e i r life-style is di f ferent . 
M a n y cont inue to prepare their own meals, manage a budget, care for a 
h o m e , a n d arrange for heal th a n d other personal needs. Conversely, the 
inst i tut ional ized aged are p r o v i d e d wit i i these services tiirough 
professionals such as nurses, doctors , dietit ians, social workers a n d other 
experts as need a n d interest indicate . Is it obvious, therefore, that the 
educat ional interests o f the inst i tut ional ized aged be categorized as express
ive? O r d o diese two distinct popula t ions exhib i t s imilarity o f interest based 
u p o n age rather than situation? 

Impl ic i t in diis study is the need to prepare adul t educators to work wi th 
this u n i q u e p o p u l a t i o n . D u r i n g this study Uiis aspect o f adul t e d u c a t i o n 
came into sharp focus. Several e lderly c o m m e n t e d that they w o u l d not 
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at tend any f o r m a l or i n f o r m a l l e a r n i n g activity where they were treated as 
c h i l d r e n , spoken to i n the abstract rather than the concrete , ca l led by 
"cute" names or otherwise made to feel o l d . M a n y aged were qu ick to 
recognize a teacher's g e n u i n e rather than self-interest. C o n s e q u e n t l y , it is 
r e c o m m e n d e d that research into the personal characteristics o f the a d u l t 
educator o f the elderly be given serious study. 

S U M M A R Y 

T h e predic ted increase i n the n u m b e r o f elderly a m o n g the g e n e r a l 
p o p u l a t i o n w i l l most vividly t ransform the d e m o g r a p h i c m a p . These 
e lder ly w i l l have attained a h i g h e r level of educat ion than the aged o f the 
past o r present. T h e y w i l l be m o r e economica l ly secure a n d carry m o r e 
p o l i t i c a l c lout . S imultaneously , congregate l iv ing w i l l steadily grow as m o r e 
e lder ly enter n u r s i n g homes, senior residences, a n d other long- term care 
facil i t ies. A n d these elderly w i l l insist that their t ime be used i n a 
m e a n i n g f u l m a n n e r . T h e y w i l l d e m a n d m o r e than m e r e leisure-t ime 
activity, regardless of how c o l o u r f u l l y it is packaged. Consequent ly , the 
i m p l i c a t i o n for adult educat ion is t remendous . E d u c a t i o n a l programs w i l l 
b e c o m e innovat ive, there w i l l be an e x p a n d e d d e f i n i t i o n o f "s tudent" a n d 
e d u c a t i o n a l sites w i l l become non- t radi t iona l . Ul t imate ly , o n g o i n g 
e d u c a t i o n w i l l be cons idered to be a part of n o r m a l a d u l t behaviour . 
I n d e e d , l e a r n i n g w i l l become a l i f e l o n g j o u r n e y — not a des t ina t ion . 
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