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Abstract 
Hany Hachem (2023): Educating older adults: Theoretical and empirical 
examinations of the learning philosophies in older age.  
Örebro studies in education 66  
 
In this thesis, I theoretically and empirically examine the dominant 
learning philosophies in older age. Three statements of principles of 
educational gerontology coalesce into two notorious learning philoso-
phies in older age: humanist and critical. They formulate answers to vital 
questions about the education of older people. Written in 1990 from a 
political economy perspective that heavily draws on Freirean pedagogy, 
the first statement provides a moral and philosophical backing for the 
practices and aims of a (then) flourishing field by examining the margin-
alisation of older people in societies. In the same year, the second state-
ment responds to the first with a humanist individualist perspective on 
the education of older people. It provides a different view on why they 
choose to learn, the goals for their education, and the role of teachers in 
enacting said educational goals. Two decades later, the third statement is 
born. This time, it invigorated a critical but culturalist-leaning perspec-
tive. It engages with the focal points in the previous statements and re-
mains loyal to Freirean ideals in the face of an increasingly individualis-
tic and globalised world. Over time, the three statements of principles 
fuelled a polarising debate around central questions in the education of 
older people.  

In this methodologically rich thesis composed of four articles, I rec-
ommend and draft a fourth and late modern statement of the principles 
of educational gerontology, which overcomes agency/structure dualisms 
characterising the debate surrounding the current principles. First, this 
thesis confirms that leisure and liberal arts education empowers older 
people. Second, it attributes to the motives for learning in older age a 
reflexive ontological security nature that may go hand in hand with that 
of non-conscious class struggles. Third, it challenges the logic of emanci-
pation embedded in critical educational gerontology and refutes the 
assumption that older learners are naïve. Finally, it envisages the teach-
ers’ role as emancipators from a less coercive departure point.  
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Preface 
Education and society have an amazingly complex and fascinating relation-
ship. Education is an effective tool for the (re)production of society and 
social practices, yet it can lead to social change. International and national 
policy documents designate education as one solution to many societal 
problems: an answer to global challenges, including ageing societies and 
shifting demographics. Subsequently, an intricate relationship between age-
ing and learning is forged. One that has significant implications for the field 
of education, specifically for one of its subfields (older) adult education. 

Demographics, a critical societal indicator, is the raison d’être of older 
adult education or educational gerontology. The birth of this academic sub-
field in the 1970s indicates that scholars had started to ponder central edu-
cational questions in light of ageing populations. These questions include 
the when, who, where, what, why, and how of educational gerontology. 
When do older individuals start learning? Those who do that, who are they? 
Where do they pursue learning? For what reasons should they learn? Why 
do they want to learn? Finally, how do they learn, and how their teaching 
should look like? No matter short these riddles are, their answers would 
form solid and distinct philosophies of learning in older age, also known as 
the principles of educational gerontology. 

In three attempts in the form of philosophies of learning, scholars in older 
adult education summarise their answers to central educational questions. 
In each bid to formulate the principles of educational gerontology, the au-
thor(s) of the statement respond(s) to the questions raised earlier. They de-
fine older learners, analyse their motivation to learn, devise the goals for 
their education, and dictate the role of teachers in providing such education. 
The first and second statements were published in 1990, but the third state-
ment was released two decades later. The second and third statements en-
gage with their precursor(s), forming what could be called the unfinished 
debate on the principles of educational gerontology. 

Indeed, a philosophical debate requires some disagreement. The disagree-
ment surrounding central questions in the education of older people mani-
fests in the three statements of educational gerontology principles. Thus far, 
the ensuing debate remains dominated by two philosophical paradigms: hu-
manist (see Percy, 1990) and critical (see Battersby & Glendenning, 1992; 
Formosa, 2011a; Glendenning & Battersby, 1990). The former posits that 
learning is a natural process, one that is based on personal curiosity and 
interest. Learning is, therefore, an individual experience that contributes to 
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older people’s self-actualisation. The latter philosophy is based on a broader 
paradigm of critical education that considers older adult education as a col-
lective emancipating endeavour and a tool for social change. Hence, the au-
thors of the statements set the stage for much tension and polarisation in 
responding to the when, who, where, what, why, and how of older adult 
education. 

Three decades after the first statement, demographic trends continue to 
drive the need for (re)educating older adults. Recent international policy 
documents increasingly emphasise the role of lifelong learning in addressing 
the challenges and capitalising on ageing-related opportunities. As such, 
learning across the lifespan became the go-to recipe for promoting epitomes 
of ageing, often referred to with active, successful, and healthy ageing. Age-
ing ideals now entail different types of learning to strengthen older people's 
position as self-actualised, independent, empowered, and autonomous indi-
viduals in their respective societies. Even in their third age, retired older 
people are increasingly expected to contribute to their communities in dif-
ferent spheres, not only for their benefit but for society’s sake, too. 

In this context, a new rationale for educating older people is unavoidable. 
The future that slowly emerges in policy documents will inevitably mark 
educational gerontology with a heightened emphasis on older people's 
agency and a sharper focus on the actions they take towards their self-actu-
alisation and emancipation as they (re)produce their social realities. There-
fore, anticipating the challenges of the future, the field of educational ger-
ontology cannot shorthandedly resort to the past. Certainly not to a mod-
ernist past where older learners’ agency is a farfetched consequence, rather 
than a starting point, to their education. 

Currently, the debate on the principles of educational gerontology is 
shackled by the past. It revolves around a humanistic account of agency 
whereby agents appear to operate in a social vacuum, but also around crit-
ical formulations that frame older adults as victims of social oppression, to 
which they are oblivious. Meanwhile, significant theoretical and empirical 
developments are increasingly at odds with several formulations embedded 
in the principles of educational gerontology (humanist and critical). Cur-
rently, scholars in the field argue that the debate risks revolving around 
what can be seen as a fair share of misunderstandings. They consequently 
posit that the debate needs to have a firmer grip on the complexities of 
learning in older age.  

In this thesis, I partake in this debate by theoretically and empirically 
examining the learning philosophies in older age as formulated in the 
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principles of educational gerontology. In doing so, I wish to further develop 
our understanding of older adult education by taking stock of the following: 
When do older individuals start learning? Those who do that, who are they? 
Where do they pursue learning? For what reasons should they learn? How-
ever, why do they want to learn? 
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CHAPTER 1.  
Introduction 
In the 21st century, education is an experience all (or most) human beings 
undergo. Subject to various definitions, education includes the notions of 
intention, purpose, goals, and objectives. Whether we want to improve so-
ciety or individuals, education is often part of the solution (Depaepe & 
Smeyers, 2008). Nevertheless, educational outcomes and success are never 
entirely predictable: what we want is not always what we get. The purpose 
and impact of education are consequently a complex and fruitful object of 
research. 

However incalculable the impact of education may be, educational activ-
ities (institutional or informal) generally serve several goals. Gert Biesta 
(2009) has summarised these as qualification, socialisation, and subjectifi-
cation. According to him, knowledge acquisition concerns the ability to do 
something, to conform to normative ways of being, or liberate oneself from 
existing orders. These educational goals are not mere wishes; instead, they 
form building blocks of educational philosophies concerning the education 
of schoolchildren, students, adults, and not the least, older adults. 

This thesis explores the education of older people. Older adult education 
(educational gerontology) is an integral branch of adult education and, 
more generally, the field of education. The questions that preoccupy this 
subfield draw from concerns that the broader field of education raises. As 
in educational research in general, educational gerontology addresses ques-
tions about the goals of education, the role of teachers in enacting these 
goals, but also the points of difference among learners, not least the many 
reasons for which they ‘must’ learn.1  

Educational gerontology shares research interests with general and adult 
education and deals with the same recurrent tensions between individual 
(agency) and social (structural) departure points in educational research. 

 
1 Learning can be formal, informal, and non-formal (see Coombs et al., 1973 in 
Percy et al., 1994; Jarvis, 2004). The types of learning are a function of its purpose 
(vocational or non-vocational), but also the location where it occurs (higher educa-
tion institutions, institutes for lifelong learning, or elsewhere). Formal education is 
hierarchically structured and chronologically graded; non-formal educational activ-
ities have clear learning objectives but outside formal settings; and informal educa-
tion is “the truly lifelong learning process that allows individuals to acquire values, 
skills and knowledge from daily experience” (Coombs et al., 1973 in Percy et al., 
1994, p. 14). 
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Tom Nesbit (1998) has described these tensions in terms of competing ex-
planations of social realities that rely heavily on either agency or social 
structures. The first explanation stresses voluntary actions, and the latter 
type searches for the origins of behaviours in covert structural forces and 
public policies.  

The competition between agency-based and structural accounts of social 
reality is marked by their one-sidedness. This feature is manifested in edu-
cational gerontology principles that embed learning philosophies in older 
age. Here, central educational questions are analysed in such a way that 
magnifies the role of agency or structure in interpreting social realities.2 The 
humanist version (Percy, 1990) elevates agency and draws on positive psy-
chology to ascertain the following: In their third age, older learners have 
lesser vocational responsibilities and, consequently, more time to engage in 
personal development.3 They learn because of their innate and natural cu-
riosity towards the goal of Abraham Maslow’s self-actualisation/self-fulfil-
ment. Concerning this goal, the teacher's role is limited to orchestrating 
knowledge acquisition when learning is essentially framed as an individual 
undertaking. 

The critical versions of the principles of educational gerontology empha-
sise the role of structural conditions and present instead a strikingly differ-
ent understanding of older adult education. Inspired by critical pedagogy 
such as Paolo Freire’s, the principles of critical educational gerontology 
(Battersby & Glendenning, 1992; Formosa, 2011a; Glendenning & Bat-
tersby, 1990) advocate a philosophy of learning that views older learn-
ers/people as oppressed. Since they are unaware of their oppression, the goal 
of education must lead to their collective liberation and emancipation. Paolo 
Freire’s processes of conscientisation are at play; teachers, who are educa-
tors, must raise learners’ consciousness from a state of falseness and naïveté 
to a critical one. In Table 1, I summarise the main theoretical features that 
describe the humanist and critical learning philosophies, which I unpack in 
Chapter 3. 

 
2 The central educational questions are: Who are older learners? When do they start 
learning? Why do they want to learn? Where do they pursue learning? What do they 
learn and what should be the goal of their education? How should their teachers 
enact their role? 
3 Positive psychology is defined as “the study of the conditions and processes that 
contribute to the flourishing or optimal functioning of people, groups, and institu-
tions” (Gable & Hadt, 2005, p. 104). Here, intrinsic motivation is key. 
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Table 1 

Humanist and Critical Learning Philosophies 

Note. This table is inspired by Tisdell and Taylor’s (2000) organisation of 
the philosophical perspectives on adult education. 

Theoretical perspectives make up lenses that enable beholders to see cer-
tain realities; meanwhile, other aspects of these realities remain obscure. For 
example, the philosophies of learning in older age dedicate ample attention 
to the agency of individuals or the limiting forces of structures. One should, 
therefore, alternate between lenses when examining individual actions or 
predating social practices. While this approach continues to serve an essen-
tial body of literature in (older) adult education, it can become problematic, 
according to Nesbit (1998). Scholars risk conceiving social reality as exist-
ing separately on different levels, which raises ontological, epistemological, 
and methodological challenges in educational research (Shilling, 1992). The 
same challenges arguably confront the humanist and critical principles of 
educational gerontology in describing older adult education, specifying its 
disciplinary anchoring, and identifying the different modes of knowledge 
production it employs. 

As I attempt to evade a dichotomy between structure and agency and, 
subsequently, ontological, epistemological, and methodological challenges, 
I base my thesis on the sociologist Anthony Giddens’ (1984) structuration 
theory and its late modern application (Giddens, 1991). According to this 
theory, the agency/structure dualism transmogrifies into a duality. This 
means that agency and structure enter a recursive relationship, in which so-
cial structures are the outcomes of individual actions and, simultaneously, 

Feature Humanist Critical 
Academic 
worldview 

Positive psychology Critical social theory 

Older learners Have more leisure time 
and fewer responsibilities 

Are oppressed and naïve 

Reasons for 
learning 

Natural intrinsic needs Class struggles 

Educational 
goal(s) 

Self-actualisation Empowerment and 
emancipation 

Teacher’s role Facilitator/orchestrator Educator/leader 
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the media where actions are enacted. Despite the application of structu-
ration theory in many academic fields, it has remained under-explored in 
educational research (Day Ashley, 2010), including research on the educa-
tion of older adults.4 In my thesis, I seize this opportunity to capitalise on 
several of Giddens’ structurationist concepts to treat central educational 
questions from a ‘fresh’ and timely perspective. 

Aim and research questions 
This thesis addresses and contributes to the dominant learning philosophies 
in older age. Based on Giddens' theoretical reflections, this PhD thesis aims 
to theoretically and empirically examine the dominant philosophical as-
sumptions in older adult education. My examination of these assumptions 
answers the following overarching questions: What motivates older people 
to learn? How naïve are they in reading their socio-political realities? Con-
sequently, how can their education empower them? Based on the answers 
to these three questions, in this Kappa, I contribute to the debate surround-
ing the learning philosophies in older age and formulate suggestions for a 
late modern statement of the principles of educational gerontology. 

My work has resulted in one theoretical and three empirical articles, 
which examine key features of the philosophical principles of educational 
gerontology. The different studies employ a variety of quantitative and qual-
itative methodological tools and techniques, namely factor analysis, regres-
sion models, document content analysis (framework approach), and reflex-
ive thematic analyses. The first article is a theoretical study of the statements 
of principles of educational gerontology. This article identifies problematic 
formulations, which are empirically examined in the three remaining arti-
cles. Although each of the three empirical articles examines a separate ques-
tion, the consequent inferences are mutually illuminating. 

My examination of the principles of educational gerontology leads me to 
some significant results. Contrary to humanist and critical assumptions, lib-
eral arts education does empower older learners; it enhances their agency 
and social and civic participation (Hachem & Manninen, 2020). Besides, 
older people who continue learning do so to re-establish ontological security 
by relying on their class habitus (Hachem, 2022). Their education does not 
necessarily domesticate seemingly reflexive older learners, who are 

 
4 Compared for instance to the use of Bourdieu’s theories on social practices in ed-
ucational research. 
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knowledgeable about social change and how it may be promoted (Hachem 
& Westberg, 2022).  

The main conclusion I draw from these results is the need for a late mod-
ern update of the philosophical principles of educational gerontology 
(Hachem, 2020). Based on the four articles presented below, I will propose 
a fourth statement that further advances the field in the concluding chapter 
of this kappa. 

Article 1. Is a fourth statement of educational gerontology needed? 
The overarching questions in this thesis branch out into specific research 
questions, which I answer in four articles. The set of questions in the first 
article touch on the statements of principles of educational gerontology. In 
Article 1, I identify convergence and divergence points in the different ver-
sions of principles of educational gerontology, and I examine them consid-
ering recent theoretical and empirical advances in the field. A field that, 
despite undergoing important developments in its philosophical and politi-
cal parameters (de Lima Flauzino et al., 2022), remains in a pre-paradig-
matic stage of development (Kern, 2018).  

Article 1 is inspired by a Giddensian worldview, based on which I grapple 
with the central question: ‘Is there a need for a fourth statement of the prin-
ciples of educational gerontology?’ To that end, I pose and answer three 
research questions: (1) What do the three statements of educational geron-
tology principles have in common? (2) How do they conflict? Furthermore, 
(3) what tensions exist within and across the three statements? The answers 
to these questions emerge from a qualitative document analysis following 
the ‘framework approach.’ Besides recommending a new and fourth state-
ment of the principles of educational gerontology, the first article paves the 
way for further empirical investigations of these principles in this thesis's 
three other articles.  

Article 2. How naïve are they? 
One controversial claim I identify in Article 1 concerns the naïveté of older 
learners. My second article problematises a presumed naïveté of older learn-
ers in the critical philosophy of learning in older age. Based on this assump-
tion, critical educational gerontology (CEG) strives to emancipate older 
learners. This article consists of a philosophically inspired and empirically 
driven study that casts doubt on the critical logic of emancipation and urges 
its revisit. That is because, despite the salience of emancipation as an 
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educational goal, its logic within CEG raises significant concerns, which my 
co-author and I analyse in Article 2. 

Along with Professor Johannes Westberg, we raise the general question: 
How naïve are older learners?5 To answer this question, we rely on Giddens’ 
social theory to investigate older learners’ knowledgeability about their so-
cial reality (in contrast to their naïveté) and their readiness for and engage-
ment in social change. Inspired by the educational philosophy of Jacques 
Rancière (1987), notably his notion of the equality of intelligence between 
teachers and learners, we critically approach CEG’s logic of emancipation. 

Our critique specifically touches on CEG’s educational logic that attrib-
utes a certain naiveté to older learners, one that nevertheless seems to evade 
their awareness. Engaging with this assumption, we pose two research ques-
tions: (1) How do older learners explain their social reality, and how do 
they act towards changing it? (2) How do older learners explain their reluc-
tance to act towards social change? Our empirical investigation draws on 
central concepts in Giddens’ structuration theory. Concepts we deductively 
employ as we opt for reflexive thematic analysis of interview data with 11 
older learners at a university for the third age (U3A) in Lebanon.6 

Article 3. Ask them why they learn! 
Having examined learners’ consciousness and the emancipatory logic of 
critical educational gerontology, I address the reasons for learning in older 
age in the third article. This task is significant since educational gerontolo-
gists, such as Alexandra Withnall (2010), assert it is time for the field to 
listen to the voices of older learners. Therefore, this article carefully reports 
the motivational reasons older people continue learning. Apart from listen-
ing and reporting, I interpret these reasons by borrowing concepts from the 
sociologists Pierre Bourdieu and Anthony Giddens. 

When the other articles respond to a set of research questions, the aim of 
this study is relatively straightforward. The research question I address is 
‘why do older adults learn?’ Even though the question appears simple, Ar-
ticle 3 addresses it with vigour. First, I opt for a philosophical definition of 
the reasons for action (see Alvarez, 2009; 2018), a definition that sets the 
stage for a further conceptualisation of motivation from the perspectives of 

 
5 Professor Westberg is the main supervisor on this PhD project. 
6 U3As are educational institutions for older people in their third age. For an elabo-
rate description of these institutions, and specifically the one under study, please 
visit Chapter 6.  
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Bourdieu’s habitus and Giddens’ ontological security. Then, using a deduc-
tive reflexive thematic analysis on interview data with 11 older learners at 
a U3A in Lebanon, I demonstrate that the motivation to learn in older age 
is complex and obeys individual and social factors. The latter is in disaccord 
with dichotomous stipulations in the learning philosophies under study. 
Meanwhile, my theoretical and empirical examinations of the principles of 
educational gerontology continue in the fourth article. 

Article 4. Empowering liberal arts courses, fact or fiction? 
This thesis pursues its engagement with central educational questions in 
older adult education with additional problematisation of educational 
goals, such as empowerment. The fourth article deals with the educational 
goal of empowerment, which is also one desirable outcome of non-formal 
liberal arts education for older people. The general hypothesis in this article 
is that liberal arts education does empower older people (as an outcome), 
contrary to certain goal-related assumptions in the humanist and critical 
principles of educational gerontology. 

In order to test this hypothesis, my co-author Professor Jyri Manninen 
and I quantitatively investigate the empowering benefits of liberal arts 
courses on older adults in a European sample of 7,338 adult learners. We 
raise the following research questions: (1) Are age, gender, and educational 
attainment associated with empowerment? (2) Is there an association be-
tween the type and number of courses, and empowerment? Moreover, (3) 
how do agency and social and civic participation interact to make empow-
erment a possible outcome of liberal arts education? Finally, whenever em-
powerment is understood in terms of social mobility (see von Kotze et al., 
2016), facilitated by the acquisition of capital (notably identity and social 
capital), this article provides further evidence that liberal arts education em-
powers older learners, especially those in more vulnerable social positions. 

Summary and organisation of the kappa 
This kappa consists of eight chapters. After this introductory chapter, Chap-
ter 2 provides an overview of the field of educational gerontology, but es-
pecially of the central educational questions that I treat in the articles. In 
Chapter 3, I focus on the philosophical assumptions of educational geron-
tology. There, I present their historical background and theoretical back-
ings, which include the works of Paolo Freire and Malcolm Knowles, among 
others. More importantly, I elaborate on the main features in the statements 
of educational gerontology principles. In Chapter 4, I present the theoretical 
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framework of my PhD thesis. Apart from presenting Giddens’ social theory, 
I define the following educational aims and concepts: Motivation, self-ac-
tualisation, empowerment, and emancipation from different perspectives. 
Further, Chapter 5 presents the political concept of lifelong learning and its 
connection to ageing. There, I also make a statement on policy work that 
touches on the timely implications of lifelong learning for older people and 
how revisiting the principles could address them. 

Tackling complex questions in the education of older people necessitates 
a variety of data and analytical tools. These are discussed in Chapter 6, 
where I share insights about examining educational concepts and aims pro-
moted in the learning philosophies under investigation. Then, right before I 
develop the contributions of this thesis, in Chapter 7, I provide a result-
oriented summary of the four articles. Finally, I build on these results in 
Chapter 8, where I develop suggestions for a late modern update of the 
principles of educational gerontology. This alternative statement capitalises 
on older learners’ agency. 
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CHAPTER 2.  

Key questions on older adult learning 
Several scholars left a long-lasting mark on the field of educational geron-
tology. Alexandra Withnall, Brian Findsen, David Battersby, David Peter-
son, Frank Glendenning, and Marvin Formosa are among a few others who 
substantially contributed to the field. These authors’ examinations of cen-
tral questions on older adult education precipitated exceptional theoretical 
and empirical developments, including the field-defining statements of prin-
ciples. In this chapter, I present an overview of the literature on the follow-
ing central issues: Older learners’ profiles, the reasons for their learning, the 
goals and outcomes of that, as well as the role of teachers in enacting edu-
cational goals.  

The education of older people became an academic field of its own in the 
1970s, to the point where it formed one of the fastest-growing subfields in 
adult education (see Formosa, 2000; 2019). Mapping nine distinct models 
in the field, Dominique Kern (2018) recognises, in addition to some of the 
names above, other French (speaking) and German contributors such as 
Bollnow Otto Friedrich, the philosopher and educator, but also Phillipe 
Carré and André Lemieux.  

However small a field, Kern (2018) exposes a certain richness in its mod-
els. The nine models bare distinct conceptualisations and use various no-
menclatures to refer to older adult education: Education for older adults, 
gerontagogik, geragogik, educational gerontology, éducation permanente 
intégrale, gerogogy, gerontology and gerontological education, 
gérontagogie, and the more famous critical educational gerontology. These 
models originate in different geographical areas, including the USA, Ger-
many, France, the UK, Australia, New Zealand, Canada, and Malta. Apart 
from their geographical and cultural departure points, the scholars who de-
vised the models are/were affiliated with a variety of academic disciplines, 
namely psychology, philosophy, educational sciences, medicine, adult edu-
cation, sociology, history of education, and social gerontology. The antici-
pated diversity in the conceptualisations of older adult education further 
extends to its theoretical framing, including how knowledge around central 
educational questions is generated.  

My work focuses on the dominant learning philosophies in older age and 
the central questions treated in the (critical) educational gerontology prin-
ciples. Hence, this thesis is a continuation of discussions started by Peterson 
and sustained by Battersby, Glendenning, Percy, Findsen and Withnall, as 
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well as Formosa in this chronological order. According to Kern (2018), this 
lively debate is the only direct engagement of educational gerontologists in 
scholarly dialogue, where they refer to one another.7 Noticing insufficient 
theoretical developments in the field, Withnall (2022) remarks that “it is 
perhaps surprising that comparatively little attention has been paid to the 
development of theoretical perspectives on what has come to be known as 
educational gerontology” (p. 29). A mission that this thesis adopts by con-
tributing philosophically and empirically to the dialogue around central ed-
ucational questions on older adult learning.  

Older learners: One profile or many? 
One focal theme in older adult education that this dissertation contributes 
to concerns the heterogeneity in older age and the profile of older learners. 
The heterogeneity that characterises older learners remains unclear in the 
examined learning philosophies. ‘Who are older learners?’ is a crucial ques-
tion for clarifying heterogeneity in older age, not least since it has profound 
implications on other central educational questions, which I will treat in 
upcoming sections.  

Philosophies of learning in older age formulate clear-cut ideas on the pro-
file of the average older learner. The humanist learning philosophy portrays 
older learners as, what seems to be, a group of worry-free older individuals. 
The critical learning philosophy deems older people oppressed and margin-
alised by society. On the empirical level, researchers had shown that the 
average older learner continues to be the same, at least since the 1980s when 
the field of educational gerontology was still nascent. That is established in 
studies in and on educational institutions for older people, which reveal that 
older learners have common demographic characteristics.8  

The average older learner is almost always a married and retired female 
with a history of above-average educational attainment. ‘She’ belongs to the 
middle or upper social classes, is highly mobile, healthy, and white (see 
Bjursell, 2019a; Brady, 1983; Chen et al., 2008; Formosa, 2000; Hachem 
et al., 2017; Hansen et al., 2019; Wacks, 1989). Moreover, she is part of a 
dominant group of older people who possess resources that nurture their 
interests and facilitate their membership in educational institutions. On-

 
7 I showcase the origins and important features of this debate in Chapter 3. 
8 Formosa (2019) shows that older learners in Europe, the Middle East, and Asia 
“continue to hold higher-than-average levels of socio-economic status” (p. 265). In 
the context of North America, Hansen et al. (2019) report similar findings. 
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premises, older learners mobilise resources to overcome the many situa-
tional, dispositional, and institutional barriers (Hachem & Vuopala, 2016; 
Withnall, 2010) they encounter.9  

Influenced by the profile of the average older learner in educational insti-
tutions, scholarly works seem to have reinforced this profile. For example, 
Chen and colleagues (2008) note that between 1980 and 2006, research on 
older adult education reflects a certain homogeneity in the demographics, 
motivation, health, and abilities of older learners. However, an increasingly 
diverse profile of older people has emerged in recent works where agency is 
emphasised. 

Older learners belong to privileged social groups, but one must not over-
look that agency plays a crucial role in diversifying their paths. Older peo-
ple, as a heterogeneous group, have diverse and rich biographies. They ac-
cumulate decades of life experience, take different paths in life, and retire 
with differing volumes of capital and in different circumstances (Formosa 
& Higgs, 2015), meaning that they draw on differential power levels. A 
typology of power identified by Geurts and Haelewyck (2020) among older 
Canadians demonstrates that older people’s varying power levels depend on 
several intrinsic and extrinsic factors. For the authors, older age must be 
conjugated in a plural form.10 That is to say, older people’s profiles, as in 
their social positions, power levels, and agency, make them a truly diverse 
group who can learn for different reasons and experience a variety of out-
comes. Besides other educational questions, an overview of these reasons is 
presented in the following section.  

Reasons for learning in older age 
Apart from the question of the typical older learner, this dissertation con-
tributes to the related question of ‘why do older adults continue learning?’ 
Alas, answers to this question divide the learning philosophies in older age 
and the empirical studies that treat this question.  

The learning philosophies in older age provide constricting perspectives 
on the reasons for learning. The humanist philosophy presumes that 

 
9 When the average older learner in the non-formal type of education is a female, 
older men, too, learn and socialise more often in what is known as ‘Men’s sheds’. 
There, activities include wood- or metalworking, game playing, cooking, gardening, 
singing, or working with computers (Ahl et al., 2017).  
10 In Chapter 6, I elaborate further on how this thesis understands the life phase of 
older age. 
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learning in older age is a natural undertaking by rational older adults. The 
critical learning philosophy mobilises the concepts of habitus and naïve con-
sciousness to explain older people’s motivation to learn, which evades ra-
tionality. In the meantime, earlier empirical studies of the reasons for learn-
ing in older age report various motives.  

Marvin Formosa, one of the most influential researchers in the field, has 
promoted Bourdieusian analyses of learning in older age. Formosa (2000) 
criticises the third age learning movement for catering to the needs of the 
bourgeoisie and for excluding working-class older people. Having analysed 
the reasons for learning in older age, he claims that middle-class older peo-
ple learn for the sake of distinction in the same way that coffee-table books 
and paintings are used to impress social viewers (see Bourdieu, 1984 cited 
in Formosa, 2019). 

Besides climbing the social ladder and impressing viewers, Formosa 
(2021a) argues that older learners join educational institutions, such as uni-
versities for the third age (U3As), to distinguish themselves from vulnerable 
and weakened older people. Notorious for his social class perspective, For-
mosa (2006) contends: “the drive towards the attainment of membership at 
the [U3A] must not be perceived as a mere coincidence, but as a symbolic 
strategy in the class struggle” (p. 12). Indeed, this perspective attributes 
much importance to the actualisation of social predispositions of older 
learners, resulting in their drive to join institutions such as U3As. 

As this empirical research has shown, reasons for learning in older age 
arguably originate in non-conscious class struggles. However, Kim and 
Merriam (2004) argue that reasons for learning can be more complicated 
and multi-dimensional, alluding to rational and individual factors. In line 
with this perspective, Lin (2020) adds that cognitive and social reasons can 
be predicted by institutional and personal variables, which nevertheless in-
teract. For example, institutional and environmental factors, including 
teacher and peer support, positively predict older learners’ intrinsic motiva-
tion. Therefore, social class, gender, and related demographic factors might 
not explain the motives to learn in older age alone. This position is further 
advanced in a study by Chang and Lin (2011), who examine the motivation 
to learn in a sample of older Taiwanese. They, too, attest to an intricate 
relationship that intertwines personal and environmental factors, driving or 
tapering older people’s motivation to learn. 

Not all studies reflect what seems to be a complex explanation for learn-
ing in older age. In a sizable number of studies, older learners appear as 
rational individuals. Their decision to learn is the fruit of their agency and 
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intrinsic drive since these studies do not expose latent structures and social 
predispositions. For instance, I note a study by Peterson (1981), who frames 
these reasons within an innate drive to learn, otherwise known as learning 
for the sake of it. Nevertheless, apart from intrinsic reasons, this body of 
literature notes extrinsic reasons for learning - socialisation and making 
friends, vocational goals, and networking - that do not fall under the cate-
gory of learning for the sake of it. In this case, the decision to learn also 
draws on older learners' rationality with no mention of non-conscious fac-
tors or latent needs. Similar results are observed in different geographical 
areas and educational settings, to name a few: Lebanon, Spain, Sweden, the 
USA, and Canada (see Bjursell, 2019b; Hachem & Vuopala, 2016; Kim & 
Merriam, 2004; Narushima et al., 2013; Villar et al., 2010a). 

A fresh perspective on intrinsic and extrinsic motives for learning in older 
age comes from Sweden. Using John Dewey’s transactional philosophy, 
Schoultz and colleagues (2022) report and categorise the intrinsic values of 
learning in older age as new insights and widened perspectives, reflectivity 
processes, enrichment, meaningfulness, enjoyment, peacefulness, existential 
awareness, relational support, and a sense of community. Among the many 
implications of their study, I note their reduction of intrinsic and extrinsic 
motives for learning into what they call the ‘value of learning’ that seem-
ingly combines motives for learning with its outcomes.  

Ahead of wrapping up this section, one aspect of older learners’ motiva-
tion remains insufficiently explored, the one of ‘life events.’ A few studies 
frame the reasons for learning in older age as a reaction to life events (Villar 
et al., 2010a), trigger events (Findsen & McCullough, 2006), and disrup-
tions (Withnall, 2006). However insightful, these studies do not offer a so-
ciological interpretation of these events. More specifically, they lack an in-
terpretation capable of reconciling agency and structures in analysing these 
events. Article 3 fills this gap. 

Outcomes and functions of learning in older age 
A third essential question that interests researchers in older adult education 
concerns the goals and perceived outcomes of learning. The former may 
consist of functions assigned by the principles of educational gerontology to 
educational institutions for older people. In parallel, perceived outcomes 
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represent personal experiences of the benefits of learning in older age re-
ported in empirical studies.11 

The principles of educational gerontology promote three specific intrinsic 
educational goals: self-actualisation/fulfilment, empowerment, and emanci-
pation. In the following sections, I briefly define these educational goals and 
provide a research overview that showcases their treatment in empirical ed-
ucational studies involving older learners.12  

Self-actualisation: Empowerment in disguise 
Empirical investigations of the benefits of learning in older age liaise be-
tween learning and certain outcomes, including outcomes that simulate self-
actualisation and empowerment. Meanwhile, the educational goals of self-
actualisation and empowerment appear polarised in the philosophical prin-
ciples of educational gerontology. 

In its bid to promote autonomous self-actualisers, humanist educational 
gerontology assigns to the education of older people the goal of self-actual-
isation or self-fulfilment. Percy (1990) posits that education should lead 
older people to become self-actualisers, but he contends it does not (and 
ought not to) empower them. Self-actualisers are those that Heylighen 
(1992) describes as emphatic with their surroundings, autonomous, deci-
sive, resilient, able to free themselves from cultural and social norms, ra-
tional, creative, and problem solvers of issues outside of themselves. Getting 
to the point where one is a self-actualiser requires satisfying several needs. 
Reportedly, some of these needs are met through experiencing the benefits 
of learning.  

Numerous empirical studies investigate the outcomes of learning in older 
age. From an agency-driven perspective, studies report that learning en-
hances older learners’ capacities to self-actualise. Across geographical and 
cultural contexts, benefits are often categorised as cognitive, social, and psy-
chological, which could contribute to older learners' wellbeing. For exam-
ple, in a study involving a sample of 28 older Canadian learners, Chené 
(1994) reports significant psychosocial outcomes, such as friendship, reci-
procity, family spirit, communication, and a sense of belonging. With rela-
tively similar results in a sample of 321 older Spanish learners, Villar and 

 
11 Distinguishing philosophical and institutional educational goals from individually 
perceived learning outcomes is crucial. It facilitates later discussions of lifelong learn-
ing’s functional aims in comparison to intrinsic educational goals, in Chapter 5. 
12 The theoretical underpinnings of these educational goals are found in Chapter 4. 
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colleagues (2010a) identify the following learning benefits: social gains, 
such as making more friends, and psychological gains, namely self-satisfac-
tion, life joy and a feeling of increased usefulness. In the same vein, older 
Lebanese learners claim to have made friends, learned about new topics, 
and felt satisfied with their life (Hachem & Vuopala, 2016) after attending 
courses at the local university for the third age. More so, 53 older learners 
were said to have acquired content knowledge and benefited from social 
encounters at a Swedish senior university (Bjursell, 2019a). 

Geography, cultural contexts, and social positions aside, older learners 
seem to acquire similar individual benefits. Literature confirms that vulner-
able older learners qualitatively experience the same learning benefits. 
Narushima and colleagues’ (2013) survey of 699 older learners establishes 
that they remain mentally alert by learning topics of interest. More im-
portantly, the authors conclude that 

the majority of older adults in this program—men and women, rich and 
poor, healthy or not—equally desire cognitive and intellectual stimulation, 
the psychological joy of learning, and are motivated by practical and extrin-
sic reasons such as affordable fees. (p. 582) 

Newer findings corroborate the latter in Narushima and colleagues’ (2018a) 
study with 416 older learners. The authors, once again, confirm an associ-
ation between continuing learning and the psychological wellbeing of older 
learners, even after controlling for age, gender, health, and vulnerabilities. 
A third study runs the same argument. Interviews conducted by Narushima 
and colleagues (2018b) with 10 vulnerable older learners show the different 
meanings they attribute to their learning. The authors infer that continuous 
learning in older age can help those at high risk maintain a certain quality 
of life despite their illnesses and functional disabilities, not least when learn-
ing provides those at risk with a space for personal development and auton-
omy in their communities. 

That vulnerable older learners can experience self-fulfilment is remarka-
ble. It is precisely so in the context where the critical philosophy of learning 
in older age rejects expressive learning for (oppressed) older people, but also 
in the context of polarisation over the suitability of self-fulfilment versus 
empowerment as educational goals. In this vein, empirical research begs to 
differ. For instance, McAllister (2010) shows that working-class older 
adults experience self-actualisation and empowerment simultaneously as 
learning outcomes in higher education; older workers study to enhance their 
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human and social capital (Findsen et al., 2011) and consequently benefit 
from capacity building and social mobility. 

To sum up, the research presented above shows that learning in older age 
helps older people self-actualise when considering the definition of self-ac-
tualisation provided above. They learn, upskill, socialise, and experience 
wellbeing. They even acquire similar (qualitative) benefits despite the differ-
ence in socio-economic conditions, or so it seems. Not only does the litera-
ture mention learning outcomes that qualify as self-fulfilment and empow-
erment, but it also implies that the dichotomy of ‘self-fulfilment not empow-
erment’ articulated ambiguously in the humanist principles of educational 
gerontology might not hold in practice. Article 4 highlights this goal-related 
ambiguity and validates the empowering benefits of liberal arts education 
for older people. 

Empowerment: An all-encompassing educational goal 
Empowerment as an intrinsic educational goal or a perceived outcome may 
carry different meanings in empirical work and practice. On occasions, em-
powerment is akin to self-actualisation (e.g., Gatti et al., 2017; Martin, 
2003); on others, empowerment mimics emancipation (cf. Brown, 2020; 
Formosa, 2005; 2012a).13 

In the social and behavioural sciences, empowerment is an essentially 
contested concept. The well-known scholars Julian Rappaport, Charles 
Kieffer and Marc Zimmermann, treat it in community psychology. In adult 
education, Tom Inglis (1997) discusses empowerment as a concept that “in-
volves people developing capacities to act successfully within the existing 
systems and structures of power” (p. 4). The very same empowerment that, 
according to von Kotze and colleagues (2016), replicates social mobility, 
which may prerequire power gains. Aiming to understand and theorise 
power, sociology provides insights on it via Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of ‘cap-
ital’ and, more controversially, via Anthony Giddens’ ‘power conferring re-
sources.’14 

Starting from the amazingly diverse understandings of empowerment and 
power, I remind the readers of the polarisation surrounding the educational 
goal of empowerment in the learning philosophies in older age. For 

 
13 This second type of empowerment that emulates emancipation and social mobili-
sation (von Kotze et al., 2016) is treated in the following section on emancipation. 
14 Detailed definitions of power and empowerment are found in Chapter 4.  



28 
 

HANY HACHEM Educating older adults 
 

humanists, the goal of older adult education should not be empowerment.15 
In contrast, for their critical colleagues, its meaning must encompass eman-
cipation rather than just social mobility (often deemed as a subtle form of 
control). Considering this complexity in defining empowerment, I introduce 
below insightful empirical works that report the empowering outcomes on 
specific occasions when empowerment is not akin to liberation. 

As an educational outcome, empowerment may include personal and so-
cial attributes. In the literature, it takes the form of an agency-related con-
cept with adaptive rather than reactive social consequences (e.g., social mo-
bility). For instance, the latter meaning is concordant with the study by 
Gatti and colleagues (2017) to improve older learners’ self-efficacy in using 
tablets. In this example, we see that the enhancement of self-efficacy, an 
agency-related construct, is evaluated as individual empowerment. In addi-
tion to individual aspects, empowerment includes a social (sociability) di-
mension. Case in point, Martin (2003) concludes that one of the outcomes 
of studying in learning in retirement institutes is individual empowerment, 
which she defines in terms of socialisation, in addition to stimulation and a 
gain of a sense of purpose, which nevertheless occur in a social context.16 

On occasions from various geographical areas, the literature provides nu-
merous instances of individually and socially empowering older adult edu-
cation, which tackles learners’ social mobility. For example, basic mathe-
matics classes for older adults in Finland seem to empower them (Hassi & 
Nevado, 2010). There, older learners experience personal empowerment via 
increased knowledge and understanding of mathematics and by strengthen-
ing their identity as learners. In addition, good relations between students 
and teachers further boosted empowering outcomes through experience-
sharing and peer support. Teaching English as an additional language to 
older immigrants in Canada empowers them, too. Using ‘ethnodrama’ as a 
pedagogical tool, Balyasnikova and colleagues (2018) show that learning 
English boosts the self-confidence to speak in public, enhances learners’ 
leadership skills, and provides a space to create, shape, and share their leg-
acies.  

 
15 Even when defined as social mobility. For humanists like Percy (1990), education 
should not empower; other institutions like insurance companies, the police etc … 
can rather do a better job at that. 
16 Learning in retirement institutes are educational institutions for older people, 
which are similar to universities for seniors, universities for the third age, and life-
long learning institutes. 



HANY HACHEM Educating older adults 
 

29 
  

Empowerment may entail other equally salient outcomes, including lead-
ership skills and social participation. Using this version of empowerment, 
Cusack and Thompson (1996) note that their intervention following a 
‘shared-servant approach’ to train older people to become empowering 
leaders was successful. Post-intervention, the authors conclude that partici-
pants’ general confidence increased. They also developed their skills in pub-
lic speaking, planning effective presentations, and communicating their 
ideas. Another example of research on empowering older people, this time 
with music, emerges from Finland. Working with older women, Laes (2014) 
describes her experience as a rock-band teacher. Through a music interven-
tion, she believes to have empowered her students when she conceives em-
powerment as leadership skills, musical agency, and social participation. 

Additional studies frame empowerment as social participation. Apart 
from enhancing agency and identity, learning in older age seems to facilitate 
social participation. A link between (older) adult education and civic par-
ticipation is explained via observations that learners are more likely to vol-
unteer and join social associations than non-learners (see De Donder et al., 
2014; Vera-Toscano et al., 2017). These studies show that empowerment, 
as social mobility, comprises the strengthening of identity and self-concepts, 
which shape and are shaped by the learning experience, eventually leading 
to non-radical forms of social and civic participation.17;18 

Conceiving empowerment as social and civic participation is ever more 
pertinent in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. These pandemic events 
remind scholars of the role of older adult education as an empowering in-
stitution. They seem to have inspired educational institutions to move online 
for continuity’s sake and to combat pandemic-related social isolation. On 
the one hand, educational institutions for older people wished to proceed 
with their mission, but on the other hand, lockdowns meant that older peo-
ple were no longer accessible face-to-face. Studies focusing on the pandemic 
period report high degrees of responsiveness and resilience. These results 
equally describe the efforts of educational institutions and older learners 
confronting multi-faceted challenges. Talmage and colleagues (2020) enu-
merate the remedial and proactive efforts undertaken by the Osher Lifelong 
Learning Institute (OLLI) at Arizona State University in the USA. In a short 
time, facing an imminent move to online teaching modalities, training 

 
17 Social and civic participation is one way to define empowerment, as shown in 
Article 4. 
18 Non-radical is the opposite of radical pedagogy, such as Freire’s. 
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materials were created to prepare teachers and learners to adopt and use the 
‘Zoom’ software. Besides providing online classes to older learners, OLLI 
constructed arenas for social interactions on Zoom. A ‘party line’ in the 
form of an unmonitored Zoom-room, where learners could meet and so-
cialise, was created. Apart from that, OLLI disseminated pandemic-related 
information to its members using ‘community care letters’ sent out via mass 
emails. In addition to other online events, OLLI organised a virtual ‘town 
hall.’ 

Similarly, several universities for the third age moved online. In Malta’s 
U3A, lessons were even broadcasted over the radio. Formosa (2021b) nar-
rates how the Maltese U3A responded to a hurried lockdown, and he re-
ports some of the ‘good’ outcomes of this virtual learning experience. Ac-
cording to Formosa, having resisted the move online for a while before the 
pandemic, older learners eventually welcomed it. They were satisfied with 
the flexibility in accessing the learning materials, and, in the process, they 
sharpened their digital skills. Formosa comments on the empowering effects 
of online older adult learning in times of pandemic: “it is thus clear that 
online learning has the potential to boost older persons’ self-esteem and lo-
cus of control as they mitigate against the adage that ‘old dogs cannot learn 
new tricks’” (p. 175), apropos of older peoples’ digital skills. 

Besides the vigour with which universities for the third age and other 
lifelong learning institutes responded to lockdowns, older people also 
demonstrated incredible resilience. In a pandemic-related study, Claudia 
Kulmus (2021) raises insightful points regarding several effective coping 
strategies that older people use to manage crises. Kulmus reports that older 
people can distance themselves from existential threats and that they shape 
their own life actively and joyfully. In crisis times, older people are aware 
of and cope well with risk; they also believe in the benefit of action as they 
look for new responsibilities and engage in education. Furthermore, the au-
thor highlights that educational programmes can support a biographical 
form of learning in order to “enhance [learners’] personal development and 
participation by enabling knowledge, critical thinking and sharing of expe-
riences” (p. 277). Anew, the latter reiterates the empowering benefits of 
learning consisting of the satisfaction of older learners’ need for social par-
ticipation equally in peaceful and critical times.  

The hard evidence reviewed in this section seems to suggest that the edu-
cation of older people empowers them as long as empowerment entails the 
enhancement of self-concepts and civic and social participation. However, 
whereas the empowering outcomes of older adult education are confirmed 
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thus far, they remain equivocally promoted in the principles of educational 
gerontology. Article 4 challenges the ambiguity with which the educational 
goals of self-actualisation and empowerment (as social mobility) are formu-
lated there, as it aims to validate the empowering benefits of liberal arts 
education.  

Emancipation: A circular journey to the start line? 
If the educational goals of self-actualisation and empowerment are not suf-
ficiently complex, their complexity is no match to that of emancipation. 
Emancipation is yet another controversial educational goal and perceived 
learning outcome I deal with in this thesis. This goal, characteristic of criti-
cal educational gerontology (CEG), entails a collective form of educational 
empowerment that leads to older learners’ liberation from oppression.  

This particularity of emancipation exceeds empowerment – as social mo-
bility – and extends to liberation and social mobilisation (von Kotze et al., 
2016). In adult education, emancipation may be understood as “critically 
analysing, resisting and challenging structures of power” (Inglis, 1997, p. 
4). Latter capabilities are, thus, acquired via a critical education. To the 
limits of my knowledge, two main strands of literature treat the educational 
emancipation of older people. On the one hand, in non-formal educational 
institutions (such as U3As) and, on the other hand, via informal social 
movement learning.  

I begin with the first strand of literature, which concerns social movement 
learning. This strand considers learning and identity work essential to 
fighting ageism and oppressive structures. In one way, these studies illus-
trate the expanding phenomenon of older women's activism, such as the 
Raging Grannies and the Nannas. First, the ‘raging grannies’ are formed of 
groups of female social activists who are 50+. The grannies are politically 
active but non-partisan, tackling environmental issues, poverty, and other 
social and economic injustice (Narushima, 2004). The raging grannies is a 
form of social movement learning where older women experience self-actu-
alisation and individual and collective empowerment (emancipation). They 
build a shared identity, feel safe, engage in creative self-expression, and bat-
tle oppression.  

These grannies have an exciting approach to fighting oppression, which 
plays on the strings of identity and older age prejudice. Grannies have been 
called ‘recycled teenagers’ because they also appeal to the youth. In their 
activism, they use paradoxes by combining facts with humorous constructs 
and emphasizing caring and anger simultaneously (Roy, 2005). While 
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examining identity work within the raging grannies’ movement, Sawchuk 
(2009) observes that the political activism of older women defies stereotypes 
and embraces ageing as an identity. She reports that the shared identity of 
grandmothers, which most grannies embrace, is strategically used to protect 
themselves during face-offs with the public, improving the movements’ effi-
cacy.19 Apart from constituting a collective liberation, social movement 
learning has significant individual outcomes. Hutchinson and Wexler 
(2007) explore the empowerment processes and outcomes of the raging 
grannies’ movement. The authors report that opportunities for skill devel-
opment, mutual respect, a sense of collective identity, shared decision-mak-
ing, and democratic leadership help empower older women personally, too.  

Apart from the older women's liberation movement of raging grannies 
(Narushima, 2004), more recent research on older women's activism sheds 
light on Australia’s ‘Nannas’. Nannagogy is an Australian example of social 
movement learning for older women. Larri and Whitehouse (2019) show 
that women who engage with the Nannas develop many capabilities and 
skills, such as “active citizenship, justice advocacy (about social, environ-
mental, and climate issues), confidence in public speaking, craftivism, criti-
cal reflection, knowledge of legal rights, and negotiating with authorities 
…” (p. 46) all this while maintaining compassion and action as fundamental 
features of the Nannas’ manifesto.20;21 

The second and most crucial strand of literature this thesis deals with 
concerns the emancipatory function of non-formal older adult education 
and its contested promise for developing critical consciousness. Scholarly 
attempts in that direction rely on the emancipatory logic of critical educa-
tional gerontology to promote a type of education that leads to higher levels 
of critical reflection and action in learners.22 However, these studies raise 
more questions than have given answers (Formosa, 2012a). For example, in 
a Jewish community centre for older people, Nye (1998) conducts an action-
research that uses ‘liberation writing’. She reports that learners developed 

 
19 By public faceoffs, it is meant peaceful demonstrations, singing, and other activi-
ties. 
20 Craftivism includes the art of making crafts for activistic purposes. 
21 In comparison to non-formal older adult education, which may take place in life-
long learning institutes, social movement learning is predominantly incidental and 
informal (Hall, 2006). 
22 The word attempt is not to undermine, rather to reflect the slippery nature of 
Freirean conscientisation in empirical works. 
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trust, and comfort with one another, touched on their creative side and ex-
perienced individual empowerment. Nevertheless, she writes that her invi-
tation to students to engage in critical action remained unanswered.  

Other scholars followed the same path, and like Nye, they did not fully 
emancipate their participants. Despite reporting a certain level of critical 
reflection more often, critical action rarely materialises (see Brown, 2020; 
Formosa, 2005; 2012a; Formosa & Galea, 2020). Formosa (2012a) even 
concludes that moving from reflection to action might seem more problem-
atic and challenging to achieve in practice. There, Brown (2020) believes 
that her participants kept fluctuating between domestication and emancipa-
tion, which, according to her, benefits the learning experience. 

As one endeavours to understand the logic of emancipation postulated 
by the critical learning philosophy, it is risky to ignore what seems to be a 
circular route to emancipation.23 The studies presented above start from the 
assumption that older learners are not critically aware; therefore, they re-
quire a critical educational intervention. Post-intervention, their persisting 
immanence (internal ageism) reflects what seems to be less than critical re-
flection, which prevents study participants from engaging in critical action. 
Another feature of CEG’s logic of emancipation is the necessity for a critical 
teacher to catalyse the process of conscientization. However, compared to 
social movement learning, one observes that critical reflection and action 
may be achieved without a ‘critical teacher’ intervention but via a horizontal 
informal learning model. These contentions form a strong basis for a cri-
tique of this emancipation logic. 

Studies promoting social emancipation as an educational goal and those 
reporting emancipatory outcomes, which older learners experience, lead to 
some meaningful conclusions. First, one quickly notices that informal social 
movement learning more readily mobilises older learners towards activism 
and social change. Second, emancipating older learners using a Freirean 
logic of emancipation faces several practical challenges. Third, CEG’s eman-
cipatory logic is based on theoretical assumptions that might not match the 
profile of older learners, who, in the context of non-formal educational ac-
tivities, seem reluctant to engage in critical action. To further understand 
this reluctance, the second article engages critically with the logic of eman-
cipation in the critical learning philosophy in older age. 

 
23 In Chapter 4, I provide a brief critique of this logic of emancipation using concepts 
from Jacques Rancière’s pedagogy.  
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Teachers facilitators or emancipators? 
The last central question in older adult education that my thesis addresses 
is the role of teachers. Whether self-actualisation, empowerment or eman-
cipation, the teachers’ role in enacting educational goals is crucial.  

Similar to how philosophies of learning deal with other central questions, 
the humanist and critical philosophies of learning in older age attribute dif-
ferent tasks to teachers. Percy (1990) believes that teachers are knowledge 
orchestrators. Their job is to help students satisfy their curiosities. In con-
trast to the role of an orchestrator, a critical teacher is a leader (Formosa, 
2011a) who guides learners on their journey to liberation and unsettles their 
complacency (Glendenning & Battersby, 1990). This polarisation in the role 
of teachers attests to vastly different vantage points in constructing the role 
of teachers in enacting educational goals. 

In the context of non-formal education for older people, teachers’ role 
seems to depend on how they view their learners. For example, a study from 
Spain shows that teachers capitalise on older learners’ “extremely high mo-
tivation” to study but also on their vast knowledge base and experience 
(Villar et al., 2010b). Their role at La Nau Gran, a university for the third 
age, entails a facilitative role that “involves organizing participation, and 
leading discussion on significant points” (p. 964). According to the authors, 
such a role is less hierarchical and concedes a fair share of power to older 
learners. In another example from Hungary, foreign language teachers use 
individualised and learner-centred facilitative instructional methods. Schil-
ler and colleagues (2020) describe a humanistic method of teaching foreign 
languages to older Hungarians. There, the teachers’ role is to promote learn-
ers’ motivation and apply individualised teaching approaches akin to coun-
selling. 

 When foreign language learning may be considered a leisure activity, 
scholars like Gomez (2016) beg to differ. Gomez believes that teaching for-
eign languages to older people has the opportunity to turn a leisure activity 
into an empowering one, at least from the perspective of critical educational 
gerontology, which Gomez seems to cherish. She posits that foreign lan-
guage teaching must follow a critical approach that “comprises mainly—
although not only—content-based activities focused on topics related to the 
reality of older adults” (p. 142). Gomez reminds us that the role of foreign 
language teachers is to lead older people to identify relevant issues in their 
lives and to engage with and discuss preconceptions. 

While laudable, the teacher’s role as an emancipator raises inescapable 
empirical concerns, as shown in several works. First, it is difficult to 
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convince older learners that they are oppressed (Nye, 1998). Second, can 
the teacher allow herself to gauge learners’ degree of liberation, as Brown 
(2020) does, or attempt to save them from oppression following Formosa's 
(2005) footsteps? While no complete success in emancipating older learners 
is registered, scholars rightfully self-reflect on their position as critical teach-
ers. For example, Formosa (2005) confesses that he ‘othered’ his older fe-
male learners when he approached them from the tight sectional perspective 
of gender. He is undoubtedly aware of his position as a younger male trying 
to liberate older women. Likewise, Ellsworth’s (1989) remarks on her role 
as a critical teacher of a group of university students are commendable. A 
privileged white woman, she courageously and candidly self-reflects on her 
social position while teaching about race. There, she works through the ‘re-
pressive myths of critical pedagogy’ as she calls them, including the myth 
that critical teachers may assume the position of saviours and presume that 
learners need saving from oppression.  

In this section, I show two roles that may be assigned to teachers in older 
adult education. One that is informed by the motivation of learners and 
facilitates knowledge acquisition. The other is to guide learners on the path 
of liberation. On the one hand, the humanist logic of self-actualisation fails 
to lead older learners to “analyse the relationships between personal con-
texts and the wider social forces of marginalisation” (Formosa, 2021c, p. 
195). On the other hand, CEG’s logic of emancipation may further stultify 
learners rather than emancipate them. In Article 2, CEG’s logic of emanci-
pation is contested. 

Summary 
As evident from above, the field of older adult education is marked by a 
range of tensions, not the least those involving empirical research in educa-
tional gerontology and the philosophies of learning in older age. The latter 
argue that older people are either oppressed and unaware of their oppres-
sion or lead a life of self-fulfilment in retirement. They continue learning for 
intrinsic reasons or to play a historical role in a non-conscious class struggle. 
Consequently, and still according to the learning philosophies in older age, 
their education towards self-actualisation should be made possible with the 
help of facilitators. In contrast, their emancipation requires teachers to be 
emancipators instead. In the meantime, empirical research has shown that 
not all older people are oppressed, affluent, or entirely free. They can learn 
for many reasons; some are reflexive, and others might be less conscious. 
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Moreover, various reasons for learning go hand in hand with a wealth of 
individual and social outcomes experienced as a result of learning.  

In this thesis, I reckon with the complexity surrounding central questions 
in older adult education. I build on existing empirical research to harmonise 
the philosophical assumptions of the field with empirical realities. I contrib-
ute to the literature dealing with the reasons for, functions and goals of 
learning, as well as to research that addresses the role of teachers in enacting 
said goals. Besides noting discrepancies between empirical realities and the 
philosophies of learning in older age, my thesis informs a critical reflection 
on the philosophical principles of educational gerontology, which I present 
in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 3.  

The learning philosophies in older age 
The increasing demand for educational activities for older people has given 
rise to timely discussions over central philosophical questions concerning 
what learning in older age is, why older adults want to learn, the role of 
teachers in this process, and its outcomes. As evident in this chapter, the 
answers provided in the field of older adult education echo those of educa-
tional philosophy in general but have a flavour of their own. 

In this chapter, I introduce major theoretical strands from adult educa-
tion that inspired the learning philosophies in older age. Then, I present the 
three statements of educational gerontology principles that embed learning 
philosophies (see Table 1), where central educational questions are debated. 

Adult education: A theoretical kinship 
Older adult education and adult education developed in similar fashions. 
The former emerged from concerns over practices in teaching older people, 
similar to the emergence of adult education for younger adults. The two 
fields are bound by a relationship of academic kinship and theoretical/phil-
osophical affiliations that mark the principles of educational gerontology. 
The remarkable works of some adult educators would influence dominant 
learning philosophies in older age and, consequently, the debate around 
central educational questions.  

Adult education is an interdisciplinary field and takes different forms. 
Gouthro (2019) reminds us that it encompasses the related fields of lifelong 
learning, lifelong education, and continuing education.24 Supporting a field 
of a dynamic nature, the theoretical foundations of adult education are 
based on other disciplines, traditionally known to have been psychology, 
sociology, and philosophy (Gouthro, 2019). Three disciplines that never-
theless frame my examination of the learning philosophies in older age. 

As a research field, adult education emerged in the 1960s in Europe after 
a conceptual separation from pedagogy. The so-called andragogy, the sci-
ence of teaching and learning of adults, was eventually popularised in the 
works of the American educator Malcolm Knowles (Knowles, 1984). An-
dragogy did not develop similarly in Europe as it did in the United States. 
While on the old continent, andragogy encompasses extensive theoretical 

 
24 Lifelong learning, as a policy concept, is treated in Chapter 5. 
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and empirical research, in the United States, it rests on normative models of 
curriculum design (Fejes & Nylander, 2019). However, over time, the field 
witnessed shifts in theoretical developments and research traditions on both 
sides of the Atlantic. The chronological development of adult education the-
ories moved from strong affiliations with positive psychological theories to 
sociological theories, which focus on inequalities and power issues (Fejes & 
Nylander, 2019; Nesbit, 1998). This move is reflected in a sociologically 
charged take on learning in older age that invokes Paolo Freire's and Anto-
nio Gramsci's works. 

Many theorists left their mark on the field of adult education, and their 
theoretical works remain ever-relevant, not least in formulating answers to 
imminent educational questions. For example, John Dewey, Malcolm 
Knowles, Paolo Freire, Robert Gagné, Jack Mezirow, and Carl Rogers were 
influential theorists in the field of adult education (Jarvis, 2004).25 Cogni-
sant of the value and immediate relevance of their oeuvres to the principles 
of educational gerontology and, subsequently, to this PhD project, I focus 
on Knowles and Freire.  

The father of andragogy and that of the oppressed 
The theoretical kinship between adult and older adult education was forged 
by the impact of Knowles and Freire's works on older adult education. Mal-
colm Knowles is the “father of andragogy” (Jarvis, 2004, p. 125) since he 
popularised this strand of adult education in North America and Western 
Europe. Knowles was among the first to propagate the separation of learn-
ing for children from adults for reasons related to self-concepts and experi-
ence, besides differential learning needs and motivation. Relevant to this 
thesis, Knowles emphasises the self in his concept of self-directed learning, 
which essentially inspires the liberal-humanist philosophy of learning in 
older age (Findsen & Formosa, 2011).  

Despite its contribution to adult learning theory, for some of his critics, 
Knowles’ work does not live up to being a theory per se. Instead, his work 
is categorised as a learning philosophy or an ideology of learning that is 
based on idealistic liberal and humanistic values (Jarvis, 2004). Two of the 
most relevant principles in Knowles’ philosophy are: (1) Learning provides 
new opportunities for self-fulfilment and helps learners pursue their aspira-
tions (Knowles, 1980). Accordingly, learners are active explorers; the older 

 
25 The works of Peter Jarvis and Knud Illeris are very known in the field of adult 
education, too. 
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they get, the more their drive to learn becomes intrinsic. Furthermore, (2) 
adult learners are independent and self-directed; they require minimal 
teacher intervention when they make learning-related mistakes (Knowles, 
1984). These stipulations align with the self-help ethos that inspires the hu-
manist principles of older adult education in their treatment of educational 
questions. 

If Knowles is the father of andragogy, perhaps I could attribute to Paolo 
Freire, who inspires the critical educational gerontology principles, the title 
of ‘father of the oppressed.’ Whereas Knowles explicitly discusses learning 
and teaching in his work, Freire focuses more on teaching (educating) than 
learning (Jarvis, 2004), especially in his literacy teaching to the disadvan-
taged. 

Freire is renowned for his famous Pedagogy of the Oppressed, where his 
Christian and Marxist ideas intermingle. For Freire (1972), education is not 
a neutral process; it either leads to freedom or to further domestication. He 
condemns teacher-centred ‘banking education’ as one that domesticates and 
imprisons people in cultural constructions of reality. The notions of eman-
cipation and freedom from oppression are ever-present in his teachings. For 
Freire, a liberation is an act of love that entails ‘conscientization,’ another 
concept of his. Conscientisation is the acquisition of critical reflection and 
engagement in critical action, constituting Freire’s liberation praxis. Insti-
gated by his critical pedagogy, critical educational gerontologists have de-
vised a specific logic of emancipation (Findsen & Formosa, 2011), where 
they strive for the liberation of older learners.  

The philosophical debate  
The philosophical foundations of educational gerontology were formulated 
gradually from the 1970s and onwards. To this end, Harold McClusky and 
David Peterson did the initial work. The first doctoral programme in older 
adult education was established by McClusky at the University of Michigan, 
USA, in the 1970s. The release of the first issue of the journal Educational 
Gerontology, where Peterson (1976) introduced his vision of the field, was 
a solid building block for further developments. Peterson’s definition of ed-
ucational gerontology includes learning opportunities for older people, 
about older people and ageing, and the training of geriatric professionals. 

Educational gerontology made its way into the British context through 
the work of Frank Glendenning. Inspired by Peterson’s definition of educa-
tional gerontology, he restricted the term to educational opportunities for 
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older people (Findsen & Formosa, 2011).26 This definition became a de 
facto conceptualisation of educational gerontology that characterises the 
debate on the learning philosophies I partake in throughout this project. 

In a book edited by Frank Glendenning and Keith Percy and published in 
1990, the disagreement over the future of educational gerontology began. 
As a result, two strands emerged, one championed by Percy (1990), who 
promotes humanist educational gerontology, and the second led by 
Glendenning and Battersby (1990), who advocate for critical educational 
gerontology.27 Later, Formosa (2011a) sided with critical educational ger-
ontology, proposing a ‘contemporary twist.’28 Each statement argues that 
educational gerontology should respond to learners’ needs starting from 
certain realities affecting older adults. In addition to sharing the definition 
of educational gerontology, Kern (2018) believes that these statements re-
main the subject of the only attempt at a theoretical and epistemological 
dialogue among scholars in the field.29 

First statement: A critical perspective 
In line with a critical perspective on education, highlighting the need to fight 
social inequality, oppression, sexism, ageism and racism, critical gerontol-
ogy started in the 1980s and is the oldest ageing rationale to engage criti-
cally with “apocalyptic constructions of ageing” (Doheny & Jones, 2021, 
p. 2325).  

Glendenning and Battersby (1990) formulated the first statement of prin-
ciples of critical educational gerontology. They co-authored a chapter 

 
26 Rather than about older people, which is known as gerontology and geriatrics. 
This thesis treats educational gerontology as a field of study that examines the pro-
vision of educational opportunities for older people.  
27 The chronological order of the statements of principles is: Critical – Humanist – 
Critical. Although the first critical and humanist statements were released at the 
same time, in the same book, it is evident that the humanist was a response to the 
first critical statement. It referred to the critical statement on many occasions.  
28 The differences between Formosa’s statement and the original critical statement 
are attributed to theoretical anchoring in social gerontology, which I briefly address 
in later sections in this chapter. 
29 Alexandra Withnall’s contribution is not mentioned in Kern’s (2018) presentation 
of the nine models of older adult education. Instead, her contributions can be framed 
as a postmodern policy framework on ‘longlife learning’ which will be discussed in 
Chapter 5. Withnall’s (2010; 2012) focus on the agency of older learners certainly 
inspires this thesis. 
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entitled ‘Why we need educational gerontology and education for older 
adults: a statement of first principles,’ published in Ageing, Education and 
Society: Readings in Educational Gerontology, edited by Glendenning and 
Percy in the year 1990. As a promotor of the field, Frank Glendenning was 
also one of the founders of the Association for Education and Ageing (AEA) 
in Great Britain; he co-edited the association’s journal, which is now known 
as the International Journal of Education and Ageing. David Battersby, an 
Australian scholar, was an associate professor in education at the time. He, 
too, is known for his contributions to the field of educational gerontology. 

Glendenning and Battersby (1990) believe in four principles guiding crit-
ical educational gerontology. Their first principle strongly rejects a func-
tionalist approach to the education of older people, which views them as a 
social problem. Instead, they argue for a political economy framework for 
educational gerontology, which examines society’s treatment of older peo-
ple based on their social status and resources. The second principle states 
that critical educational gerontology should serve the interests of older 
adults. However, the authors argue that this research field should not be 
seen as a discipline like medicine or arts and cannot be conceived as a mi-
raculous cure for the lack of critical reflection but rather as an ideological 
approach to the theory and practice of moral education for older adults.  

Critical educational gerontology aims for the transformation of society. 
The third principle establishes a relationship between critical educational 
gerontology and concepts like empowerment, emancipation, transfor-
mation, social and hegemonic control, and conscientization (see Freire, 
1972). Therefore, educating older people cannot be practised without ad-
dressing these concepts since ‘neutral’ education is nevertheless domesticat-
ing. Finally, countering such education, the fourth principle highlights that 
critical educational gerontology is predicated on the notion of praxis and 
fosters a dialectal relationship between theory and practice.30  

These assertions on older adult education were later further developed. 
Battersby and Glendenning (1992), the authors of the first statement, justify 
their support for a critical educational rationale. First, they insist that edu-
cation is not necessarily self-evidently good. Second, they claim that older 
adults are being treated as a homogenous group when clearly, they are not. 
Third, they argue that psychologically inspired research on older learners 

 
30 The key to understanding praxis is via Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed. 
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needs to be problematised, and fourth, the field of educational gerontology 
lacked clear philosophical foundations until that point.31 

As a result, Battersby and Glendenning stressed what they believed to be 
a very problematic situation for older adults. According to these authors, 
older people are oppressed; they endure many social inequalities that relate 
to their social class. However, older people are unaware of their oppression; 
thus, their education must strive to liberate them. Teachers’ role is, there-
fore, to follow Freire’s critical pedagogy and apply his praxis of critical re-
flection and action towards the social empowerment and emancipation of 
older people. These revolutionary ideas would soon be challenged from a 
humanist vantage point.  

Second statement: Humanist ideals 
The second statement of educational gerontology promotes a humanist vi-
sion of older adult education. It is formulated by Keith Percy (1990). Percy 
is a professor emeritus at Lancaster University, a co-founder of AEA and 
the chief editor of the International Journal of Education and Ageing. His 
chapter, which figures in the same book mentioned in the previous section, 
is entitled ‘The future of educational gerontology: a second statement of 
first principles.’32  

The second statement of educational gerontology is a response to the first 
statement. Embedding liberal and humanist ideals, this statement draws on 
Malcolm Knowles’ andragogy and Abraham Maslow’s ideas about self-ac-
tualisation. Percy (1990) is categorically opposed to the idea of critical ed-
ucational gerontology. According to him, the aims of educational gerontol-
ogy: “are not a transmogrification into critical educational gerontology but 
falling back into line with the humanistic, liberal intrinsic purposes of all 
educational processes” (p. 238). Education for older people should be no 
different than for any age group since learning is an intrinsic quest.  

Indeed, this humanist vision of older adult education resists several 
claims of the critical perspective on older adult education. For instance, it 
challenges the assertion that all older people are powerless and lack 

 
31 The authors argue that psychologically inspired research medicalised older adult 
education as a sort of a treatment leading to wellbeing. Such research also advanced 
causal relationships between learning and wellbeing, which Battersby and Glenden-
ning (1992) questioned.  
32 That is in the book Ageing, Education and Society: Readings in Educational Ger-
ontology. 
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freedom; therefore, the requirement that education aims for empowerment 
and emancipation is less than valid. Percy (1990) condemns the critical ap-
proach for including a mix of intrinsic and extrinsic statements about edu-
cation and empirical claims about older people’s feelings and convictions. 
He also disbelieves in the role of teachers in achieving empowerment and 
emancipation, as the role of the insurance company, the policeman and the 
social worker, for instance, are more important in that direction, or so he 
claims. Furthermore, Percy rejects the idea that teachers’ worldview is more 
accurate than their students’ and, thus, invalidates the right and duty to 
transform their students’ views in the learning process. Finally, he asks, “can 
students opt to remain complacent?” (p. 235) as he undermines the goal of 
critical educational gerontology to unsettle older people's complacency. 

The humanist approach to defining teachers’ role appears more prag-
matic than the critical perspective would have it. Percy (1990) advises teach-
ers to acknowledge that they will fail to achieve their goals until the world 
changes around them. In any case, their job seems to be exchangeable with 
the wisdom of any experienced and ‘wise’ older adult. Percy states, “a soci-
ety which uses the experience of older people as an educative resource is 
also making a contribution to the self-fulfilment of those older people” (p. 
238). In a self-help educational context, this role of teachers is antagonistic 
to the one mentioned in the previous statement, which assumes older people 
are complacent and hence cannot emancipate other older learners, or even 
themselves, if unaided by a critical teacher. Meanwhile, an emancipatory 
role for teachers remains pivotal in the third statement. 

In his charge against critical educational gerontology, Percy, the cham-
pion of humanist educational gerontology, was not alone. Alexandra With-
nall plays a crucial role in challenging the assumptions that critical educa-
tional gerontology promotes, and she forges an educational, political con-
cept that she calls longlife learning (Withnall, 2012). Her approach to older 
adult education is postmodern, empirically based and policy oriented.33 

Third statement: Restating a critical rationale 
A later statement of critical educational gerontology took 21 years to 
emerge. Then, Formosa (2011a) signed the third statement of the educa-
tional gerontology principles.34 This statement took the form of an article 

 
33 I define longlife learning in Chapter 5.  
34 Formosa’s third statement is no other than an update to the first (critical) princi-
ples, originally signed by Glendenning and Battersby.  
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entitled ‘Critical educational gerontology: a third statement of first princi-
ples’ published in the International Journal of Education and Ageing, edited 
by Keith Percy. Professor Formosa is the chair of the department of Geron-
tology and Dementia at the University of Malta and is one of the most in-
fluential scholars in the field.  

It is challenging to separate Formosa’s (2011a) statement from his adher-
ence to critical gerontology that inspired what he calls ‘critical geragogy’. 
Formosa (2002) developed critical geragogy to refer to the learning and 
teaching of older people as an alternative to andragogy (see Knowles, 1980) 
and pedagogy. Starting from Freire’s notion of praxis, critical geragogy is 
meant to be a practical expression of the first version of critical educational 
gerontology principles. The guiding tenets of geragogy are: (1) Through a 
political rationale, critical geragogy must fight ageist structures; (2) the fight 
against ageism is a communal one, which also recognizes individual learning 
needs; (3) not any education is empowering to older adults; (4) teachers are 
not only facilitators, but rather leaders who are committed to the sufferings 
of older people; (5) critical geragogy extends to distinct segments of older 
adults, not only to members of older adult education programmes; (6) self-
help culture is at the heart of critical geragogy; and (7) critical geragogy is 
counter-hegemonic, an agent of social change. 

A fervent adept of critical geragogy, Formosa (2011a) engages in the de-
bate between humanist and critical educational gerontology, taking the lat-
ter’s side. After eloquently presenting the views of both wings, Formosa then 
reminds the readers that a critical agenda to later life learning is still rele-
vant, if not more than gone times. Formosa refers to Erik Fromm to note 
that even the most inner drives of humans under capitalism are only cultur-
ally embedded forms of domination serving the current status quo. Despite 
that, he adds that the newest form of educational gerontology principles has 
to be more modern since Marxism “has gone out of fashion” (Formosa, 
2011a, p. 324) and human agency’s record levels have led to the fading of 
some social inequalities under neo-liberalism. Formosa problematises ‘zero-
sum’ notions of power, whereby he adheres to Bourdieusian notions of 
power in terms of differences in capital through which social inequalities 
may manifest. 

According to Formosa (2011a), many social inequalities remain. For-
mosa endorses the Freirean pedagogical tradition as a countermeasure and 
claims that critical educational gerontology should provide a transformative 
rationale which uncovers and mitigate social inequalities. That should hap-
pen with the help of ‘educators’ instead of mere facilitators. In this case, 
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educators are knowledgeable and capable of guiding their students towards 
reaching higher levels of critical consciousness. Furthermore, Formosa as-
serts that educational gerontology should promote listening, love, and tol-
erance to increase solidarity and fruitful dialogue among learners. Finally, 
he maintains that a revolutionary praxis engages older adults in founding 
age-related social movements and forging alliances with other like-minded 
groups.35 Conceivably, he alludes to the emancipatory potential of social 
movement learning. 

Ever since its conception, critical educational gerontology has gained 
wide popularity. However, whereas much of this popularity is fuelled by 
Marvin Formosa’s contributions and his culturalist-leaning perspective, 
other scholars, too, left their mark on this strand of older adult education. 
Here, I refer to Brian Findsen’s (2002; 2007) writings about the advantages 
of incorporating Freirean ideals in the education of older people. Findsen is 
known for conducting research with/about older Indigenous (Māori) people 
in New Zealand.36 Therefore, it is unsurprising that his take on older adult 
education supports a political economy rationale, much like the first state-
ment. 

The many functions of the debate 
The philosophical debate that arose from the (re)statements of principles of 
older adult education fulfils different functions for the field. First, conceiv-
ably, the most apparent function of this debate is the persisting need for 
theoretical development in social and educational gerontology (see Doheny 
& Jones, 2021; Withnall, 2022). Second, different statements of principles 
enriched the field with philosophical assumptions in times when these were 
direly missed. Third and fundamentally, these statements espouse theory 
with practice in the following way. Formal theories of learning treat educa-
tional questions, explain how adults learn and guide educators in their ed-
ucational mission. Additionally, they evolve in response to emerging prac-
tice challenges, focus on ethical and moral questions, challenge existing the-
oretical frameworks, and help promote new advances in (older) adult edu-
cation (Taylor, 2006). Such embrace of theory and practice is for sure ap-
preciated in this thesis. 

 
35 Small groups that Formosa (2011b) describes in his postmodern appraisal of CEG, 
where he contemplates, at least for a while, breaking with the Freirean tradition. 
36 See Findsen (2016). 
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Lastly, this debate demonstrates a nuanced understanding and richness 
in the manifestations of critique within the critical tradition of educational 
gerontology. In this vein, I note that while the first critical statement starts 
from a foundational political economy critique, Formosa’s critical state-
ment additionally flirts with a culturalist perspective on critique, which un-
derstands ageing as a complex and contradictory process.37 I contribute to 
this perspective and its translation to critical educational gerontology in this 
thesis. After partaking in it, I wish to (re)ignite the debate on the philosoph-
ical principles of older adult education rather than conclude it. 

Summary 
Over time, three different sets of statements concerning the philosophical 
principles of educational gerontology have been formulated. They started 
with a political economy rationale formulated by Glendenning and Bat-
tersby (1990), a humanist formulation by Percy (1990), and a final cultur-
alist-leaning critical update by Formosa in 2011. However, recent develop-
ments in the field, including the results of the empirical research presented 
in Chapter 2, raise questions regarding the aptness of these philosophical 
statements today. This thesis attempts to address these questions based on 
theoretical and empirical investigations using a theoretical framework, 
which I present in the next chapter. 

  

 
37 See Doheny and Jones’ (2021) analysis of ‘critique’ in critical gerontology.  
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CHAPTER 4.  
Theoretical framework 
Addressing key issues in the education of older people, such as why older 
adults want to learn, the goals of their education, and the ways teachers 
help them reach these goals, this thesis touches on much scholarly delibera-
tion surrounding these issues. For example, educational philosophy has 
made efforts to define what education is and its primary functions. Other 
issues include questions of whether education may be described as cultural 
transmission, whether education is a domesticating practice or an emanci-
patory one, and whether it is social emancipation or educational emancipa-
tion that education should lead to (e.g., Biesta, 2010; Dekker, 2001; Freire, 
1972; Rancière, 1987; Southwell & Depaepe, 2019). More so, Gert Biesta’s 
(2009; 2020) three functional domains of education: qualification, sociali-
sation, and subjectification are of interest to this thesis, not least because 
the different educational goals for older adult education may be grouped 
indiscriminately under the three. 

In this thesis, I focus on the concepts of self-actualisation, empowerment, 
and emancipation, along with various conceptualisations of the reasons for 
action (including learning in older age). In this chapter, I present these the-
oretical concepts, in addition to Anthony Giddens’ social theory of structu-
ration, providing my thesis with its main theoretical backbone. 

Reasons for learning: Motivational or explanatory? 
The reasons for attending educational institutions and wanting to learn are 
manifold. That there exist many reasons for acting means that the question 
formulation can precipitate one or other forms of reasons. This logic also 
applies to the reasons for learning in older age. 

Motivation, as a concept, can be explained via different theories. The 
self-determination theory (SDT) facilitates one understanding of motivation 
on a spectrum of intrinsic, extrinsic, and amotivation.38 According to SDT, 
the satisfaction of basic psychological needs is the “central psychological 
process through which intrinsic motivation, the integrative tendency, and 
intrinsic goal pursuits are facilitated, resulting in wellbeing and optimal de-
velopment” (Deci & Vansteenkiste, 2004, p. 26). Unlike extrinsic motives, 
intrinsically motivated behaviours are not associated with operationally 

 
38 This eminent psychological theory was first introduced by Edward Deci and Rich-
ard Ryan in 1985. 
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separable consequences, where the reward is in the spontaneous satisfaction 
associated with the activity itself. The closer the motivation is to be intrinsic, 
the better the effect on wellbeing (Deci & Vansteenkiste, 2004). 

Conscious and unconscious factors influence motives. Deci and Ryan 
(2011) believe that people’s psychological experiences, conscious and un-
conscious, are, in most cases, essential motives for their behaviours. These 
psychological experiences are a priori influenced by social contextual vari-
ables, and together they form regnant causes (Ryan & Deci, 2006). I am 
attentive to these regnant causes, be they conscious or non-conscious.  

Besides psychological definitions, there is a wide range of options when 
defining motivation; another is philosophical. Alvarez (2009; 2018) exam-
ines the different reasons for acting, categorising them as motivational, ex-
planatory, and normative. According to Alvarez (2018), agents who act 
based on a reason do so rationally. That means even if the reason is based 
on false beliefs, it remains rationale. First, Alvarez (2009; 2018) defines nor-
mative reasons as those favouring acting, for they represent accepted ways 
of behaviour. Second, motivational reasons are those “for which someone 
acts: a reason someone takes to favour acting and in light of which they 
act” (2018, p. 3297). Third, explanatory reasons are simply reasons why 
someone acts.  

Reasons for acting can be the same across the three types of reasons; 
however, they differ in their intentionality and therefore are solicited by dif-
ferent questions. For the sake of clarification, I provide some examples. If 
an older learner studies because she knows she can socialise, this is an ex-
planatory reason. Nevertheless, a motivational reason would be that she 
learns because she wants to socialise. Finally, a normative reason for learn-
ing is that she learns to socialise, which is a good thing to do. The nuance 
in defining reasons is vital because reasons can motivate and explain, too. 
The reasons that motivate someone to learn are not necessarily the same as 
those that explain their persistence in educational activities after they have 
started learning. This philosophical nuance has not received much attention 
in the literature on the reasons for learning in older age, where all different 
types of reasons (motivational, normative, and explanatory) may overlap.  

While reasons for learning may be diverse, the philosophies of older adult 
learning provide a more schematic and limited account of these reasons. The 
humanist philosophy of learning presumes that learning in older age is a 
natural undertaking by older adults who have more leisure time and expe-
rience (Percy, 1990). On the other hand, Formosa (2011a) and Glendenning 
and Battersby (1990) note that such reasoning can only stand in a social 
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vacuum. The critical learning philosophy mobilises the concept of habitus 
(Bourdieu) to explain the unconscious motivation that drives affluent older 
learners to maintain already possessed volumes of capital or to regain lost 
ones (see Formosa, 2006).39 In this case, much weight is given to social pre-
dispositions limiting the agency of individuals. These reasons seem to be 
devised to strictly serve each philosophy’s educational goal(s), which I de-
fine in the following sections. 

Self-actualisation and wellbeing: Beyond food and shelter 
Self-actualisation is an essential concept for this thesis since it is presented 
as the goal of humanist educational gerontology and is reported as an out-
come of learning in older age. Kurt Goldstein first coined self-actualisation, 
and it was later developed by Abraham Maslow (1968), most famous for 
his pyramid of hierarchy of needs. 

Self-actualisation occupies the highest seat in Maslow’s hierarchy of 
needs, and it entails people fulfilling themselves and doing their best. Self-
actualised individuals can judge situations more accurately, are more self-
accepting, have more resolved dichotomies such as right/wrong, and enjoy 
fewer unnecessary defences and anxieties. Vis-à-vis others, self-actualised 
individuals are more detached from societal influences and enjoy higher in-
dependence and autonomy (Heylighen, 1992). To a large extent, the profile 
of a self-actualised person resembles that of an emancipated, critically re-
flexive person.  

Humanistic psychology places a great emphasis on individuals' inherent 
values and inclinations. These are highly emphasised in the humanist learn-
ing philosophy in older age. In the case that individuals can fulfil and live 
these values, they reach self-actualisation. Otherwise, if controlled by the 
environment, they might reach ill-being. Their ill-being would also result 
from failing to fulfil the lower steps of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (Itai, 
2008), i.e., safety and physiological needs. An issue stated differently in the 
humanist philosophy of learning where Percy (1990) argues that even dis-
advantaged individuals can still self-actualise. Following this line of argu-
ments, Maslow’s self-actualisation theory is criticised for being hierarchical 
(Neher, 1991), culturally biased, and lacking a clear path through which 
individuals can become self-actualised (Itai, 2008). Meanwhile, another 

 
39 On motivation, Bourdieu (1990) states: “the practical world that is constituted in 
the relationship with the habitus, acting as a system of cognitive and motivating 
structures, is a world of already realised ends …” (p. 53). 
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theory that treats psychological needs and self-actualisation/determination 
may be more helpful. 

The self-determination theory (SDT) is another humanistic positive psy-
chology theory that focuses on needs satisfaction (competence, autonomy, 
and relatedness) that eventually leads to self-actualisation and wellbeing 
(Ryan & Deci, 2017).40 SDT describes the conditions that facilitate or un-
dermine wellbeing in specific contexts. It posits that the satisfaction of basic 
psychological needs typically nurtures eudemonic wellbeing (Ryan & Deci, 
2001), a cognitive form of wellbeing. Everyone, regardless of age, race, gen-
der, ethnicity, culture, and socioeconomic status, can satisfy three psycho-
logical needs to function optimally (Deci & Ryan, 2011) and to reach higher 
levels of wellbeing.  

The first need is competence; it is about the desire to be effective with the 
skills and tools needed to function optimally and master one’s valued activ-
ities (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Second, relatedness is the need to belong and 
engage in activities with others (Deci & Vansteenkiste, 2004). It also means 
taking part in satisfying relationships with valued others (Ryan & Deci, 
2017). Third, autonomy is explained by individuals’ urge to be causal agents 
and the feelings of willingness and choice when taking actions (deCharms, 
2013). Autonomy is not about independence but rather freedom from subtle 
forms of control and feelings of self-concordance and self-endorsement (Fa-
bian, 2020; Ryan & Deci, 2017). All relate to agency. 

Self-actualisation is designated by Percy (1990) as the goal for older adult 
education following the humanist statement of educational gerontology 
principles. He rejects empowerment and makes a clear distinction between 
the two concepts. However, as I show in this and the following sections, 
this stark distinction between self-actualisation, empowerment, and eman-
cipation may be questioned. 

Empowerment: The individual and the social  
In addition to self-actualisation, empowerment is a crucial educational con-
cept this thesis tackles. Empowerment is one of the goals of critical older 
adult education. In addition to emancipation, they are promoted in the first 
and third statements of principles of educational gerontology. Satisfying 
needs would most likely require some form of power, which means self-

 
40 SDT has been employed in research on the outcomes of learning in older age (see 
Bjursell, 2019b; Hachem & Vuopala, 2016). 
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actualisation and self-fulfilment require a certain level of agency, resources, 
and capital. 

Empowerment is a buzzword that has been around for quite some time 
and is treated widely in community psychology and adult education. The 
concept of empowerment can be traced back to 60 years old US research on 
employee involvement and participation (Maynard et al., 2012), and it has 
been investigated in various disciplines. Empowerment does not have a uni-
versal definition, but there is an increasing regularity in which empower-
ment is discussed in social sciences and healthcare (Starkey, 2003), not least 
in adult education. 

Empowerment takes different forms in different contexts. It is best de-
picted in its absence in terms of alienation, powerlessness, and helplessness 
(Rappaport, 1984). Empowerment is a process through which people gain 
control over their lives, either by themselves or with the help of others (Sta-
ples, 1990), and through which individuals gain mastery over issues of con-
cern to them (Rappaport, 1987). Empowerment is considered a process and 
outcome concurrently (Staples, 1990). Empowerment, as a process, entails 
gaining control, obtaining needed resources, and acquiring a critical under-
standing of one’s social environment. These processes are successful if they 
lead individuals to be independent analytical people and decision-makers 
(Zimmerman, 2000). As an outcome, empowerment may be the operation-
alisation of the impact of educational interventions.  

Empowerment concerns individuals but also collective entities. Rap-
paport (1987) set forth an ecological theory of empowerment. One that en-
compasses individual psychological characteristics and involves the quality 
of relationships between individuals and their environment. Eventually, a 
theory of psychological empowerment (PE) was born (see Kieffer, 1984; 
Zimmerman, 1990; 1995; 2000; Zimmerman et al., 1992; Zimmerman & 
Rappaport, 1988). This theory examines empowerment from three dimen-
sions, the individual, the organisational, and the communal (Zimmerman, 
1990). However, PE is a form of individual empowerment. It refers to em-
powerment on the individual level of analysis (Zimmerman, 1990) and in-
cludes constructs such as a perception of control, a proactive approach to 
life, and a critical understanding of the socio-political environment (Zim-
merman, 1995). Most importantly, PE is deeply rooted in social action, so-
cial change, and collectivities (Kieffer, 1984). That reflects considerable 
closeness to emancipation as social change.  

On the individual level of analysis, empowerment is psychological and 
behavioural. According to Zimmerman (1995), the nomological network of 
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PE includes three interrelated sub-constructs: Intrapersonal, interactional, 
and behavioural.41 Intrapersonal empowerment is about how people think 
of themselves. It includes domain-specific perceived control, which is the 
ability to exert influence in a specific domain, in addition to motivation 
control and perceived competence. On the interactional level, PE means un-
derstanding the socio-political aspects of one’s environment. In this vein, 
critical awareness and resource mobilisation are crucial in transforming per-
ceived control into executable behaviours. They include recognizing needed 
resources for solving a problem, how to find these resources, and how to 
acquire and use them. Finally, the behavioural component is defined by ac-
tions that directly influence one’s desired outcomes (Zimmerman, 1995). 
Empowerment is then of great importance to education and educational in-
terventions.  

In adult education, empowerment is a famous educational goal. Inglis 
(1997) discusses empowerment as the development of capabilities to act ef-
fectively within an existing framework of structures and systems. In the con-
text of popular education, von Kotze and colleagues (2016) define empow-
erment as social mobility. As an outcome of educational interventions, em-
powerment means enhancing self-confidence, self-expression, and interest 
in learning (Inglis, 1997); it also is the equivalent of coping skills, self-effi-
cacy, competence, community organization, and neighbourhood participa-
tion (Kieffer, 1984); so long it is conceived from a non-radical approach. 
According to Kieffer, “empowerment is not a commodity to be acquired, 
but a transforming process constructed through action” (p. 27). In this pro-
cess, time allows the interconnected development of a positive self-concept, 
constructing a more critical understanding of the social and political envi-
ronment and, thirdly, action. 

When empowerment can be a psychological construct from a community 
psychology perspective, empowerment may be a gain in (volumes of) capital 
in sociology. Bourdieu (1986) defines power in terms of capital; they are 
social, economic, symbolic, and cultural. These forms of capital are mobi-
lised in social practices; the more significant the volumes, the higher indi-
viduals’ chances are to succeed in a field or social space. This capital meta-
phor is well alive in Tom Schuller’s (2004) conceptualisation of identity, 

 
41 This nomological network has been used to understand the empowering outcomes 
in older adult education, namely in social movement learning with the Raging Gran-
nies (see Hutchinson & Wexler, 2007). 
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human, and social capital gains resulting from participating in adult educa-
tion. This typology of power is employed in Article 4. 

Considering the different definitions of empowerment, it is noticeable 
that the concepts of empowerment and self-actualisation share common 
grounds, not least in how learning can enhance the individuals’ position in 
society, starting from the enhancement of agency and self-concepts. For this 
reason, the rejection of self-actualisation as an educational goal by the crit-
ical learning philosophy in older age is no other than a partial rejection of 
empowerment, the same empowerment that this philosophy promotes.  

Emancipation and education: Water and oil? 
A third fundamental concept to this thesis, and the field of educational phi-
losophy, concerns emancipation. In general education, this concept is ad-
dressed through the classic tension between education and freedom, at times 
described as Kant’s paradox (see Dekker, 2001). How can education, one 
of the most potent instruments of socialisation, lead to freedom? Is not ed-
ucation and freedom like water and oil? (see Southwell & Depaepe, 2019). 
The answers to these questions are for sure complicated. 

In critical educational gerontology, emancipation is a primary goal of ed-
ucation. Following critical ideals, liberation or emancipation is understood 
as 

[…] a process entailing a social rupture in the sense of transforming both the 
conditions of inequality and oppression and the institutions and practices 
producing them. It has a collective nature, but its effects also transform the 
individuals participating, who, while carrying out material changes, are em-
powered and develop new forms of social identity. It is also a political pro-
cess in the sense that its point of departure is the conscientization of the par-
ticipants, who become aware of their rights and duties within their society, 
developing their citizenship and critical capacities, while strengthening de-
mocracy and civil society. (Montero & Sonn, 2009, p. 1) 

This definition of liberation speaks to the modernist emancipatory educa-
tional agenda and is employed in a few adult education theories. There, 
emancipation is conceptualised as fighting oppression from outside existing 
structures (Inglis, 1997). As such, it is a radical form of social mobilisation 
(Kotze et al., 2016) that entails consciousness-raising and leads to the liber-
ation of the oppressed.  

Consciousness is elemental to the liberation and emancipation process 
(Freire, 1972). True liberation may occur through conscientisation, the 
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mobilisation of consciousness and the production of historic knowledge 
about oneself and the world (Montero, 2009). To the point that the process 
of liberation or emancipation would not be complete without acquiring crit-
ical consciousness. Paolo Freire (1972) defines critical consciousness as the 
perception of social, political, and economic contradictions and a behav-
ioural stance against oppressive realities. According to Freire, reflection and 
action form the Praxis through which liberation from oppression material-
ises. 

Once again, community psychology provides a valuable framework for 
evaluating the complex concept of consciousness-raising. Developments in 
the conceptualisation of critical consciousness in community psychology al-
low scholars to illustrate the process of liberation. For example, Watts and 
Abdul-Adil (1998) systematise the process of socio-political development 
through which critical consciousness is raised using a model of five stages: 
an acritical stage, an adaptative stage, a precritical stage, a critical stage, 
and a liberation stage. Other scholars like Diemer and colleagues (2017) 
add to Freire’s praxis by conceiving critical consciousness as critical reflec-
tion, critical motivation, and critical action, which can be measured psycho-
metrically. The first refers to people seeing “critically the way they exist in 
the world with which and in which they find themselves” (Freire, 1972, p. 
83). The second, critical motivation, is about the individuals’ agency and 
commitment to address perceived injustice. Lastly, critical action is the be-
havioural facet of critical consciousness through which individuals fight or 
respond to injustice (Watts et al., 1999).42 Here, I note that even (commu-
nity) psychological definitions of critical consciousness nevertheless draw 
on Freire's works but may pose the risk of reducing this complex phenom-
enon to mutually exclusive stages of critical consciousness or measuring it 
using a numerical score.43  

One of the complexities of critical consciousness is its domain specificity, 
meaning that individuals might not be critically conscious in all their life 

 
42 Many of these concepts have been examined with the youth, but nevertheless can 
be applicable to older people. In our email exchange with Professor Matt Diemer, 
he saw no reason why the critical consciousness scale would not work well with 
older people. He adds “I assume an older population would only have a greater 
ability to read and respond to the items on the [critical consciousness] scale”. A scale 
that is developed by Diemer to psychometrically measure critical consciousness via: 
critical action, motivation, and critical reflection. 
43 This is illustrated in Brown’s (2020) study, where she notices that her older stu-
dents’ consciousness is critical and non-critical simultaneously.  
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domains. Another complexity lies in the possibility of individuals being crit-
ically reflective about an issue but unwilling to engage in behavioural action 
to address this issue.44 Therefore, this concept varies from person to person 
and within one individual across different life domains (Diemer et al., 
2017). After all, even oppression may be experienced differently.  

When critical consciousness is said to be the antidote to oppression, the 
latter requires a careful conceptualisation that may align, too, with Freirean 
ideals. Oppression is both a process and an outcome (Watts et al., 1999). 
As a process, oppression is the unjust exercise of power and the control of 
ideas and resources to produce and sustain social inequality (Watts et al., 
1996). It is not a surprise that oppression is no longer confined to political, 
social, and economic natures but is also psychological. Both political and 
psychological oppression coexist and are mutually determined (Watts et al., 
1999). That is why even individuals who suffer psychological oppression, 
rather than socio-economic, must reflect critically and develop agency to 
induce change (Diemer et al., 2017) wherever they deem needed. Therefore, 
oppression, as an outcome, is the long-term fruit of an asymmetry in the 
distribution of resources. 

In previous sections of this chapter, I show how the educational goals of 
self-actualisation and empowerment overlap. I continue running my argu-
ment, this time considering empowerment and emancipation. The concept 
of critical consciousness is psychometrically close to psychological empow-
erment. Both focus on critical reflection, agency, and critical action (Watts 
et al., 2011). Although critical consciousness more directly tackles the 
awareness of structural injustice, Christens and colleagues (2016) recom-
mend a cross-fertilisation between empowerment and critical consciousness. 
They dissect the two concepts and explore similarities and differences within 
relative sub-constructs. In light of their findings, the authors recommend 
cross-fertilising psychological empowerment and critical consciousness for 
a more holistic approach to understanding socio-political development and 
critical consciousness. Meanwhile, the learning philosophies in older age 
may treat these concepts equivocally. 

 
44 This has been shown over and again in literature that aims to emancipate older 
learners using a Freirean approach to consciousness raising. 
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The Freirean understanding of emancipation is ideological; other under-
standings also exist.45 For instance, emancipation is treated by Zygmunt 
Bauman, Anthony Giddens, and the notorious Jacques Rancière.46 Bauman 
(2000) defines the act of emancipation or liberation as “to set free from 
some kind of fetters that obstruct or thwart the movements; to start feeling 
free to move or act” (italicised in the original text, p. 16). Freedom can be 
regarded from objective but also subjective perspectives. According to Bau-
man, this distinction between objective and subjective freedom sets a belief 
that people are not competent judges of their plight and must be guided 
towards a yearning for objective forms of freedom, much like the Freirean 
take on consciousness-raising. This guidance, although well-intended, could 
bring about the opposite of emancipation. From this starting point, the dif-
ference between objective and subjective freedom shapes how we might per-
ceive Freirean emancipation and problematise it. 

Comparably to Percy's (1990) pondering whether older learners can re-
main complacent, Bauman (2000) states that people’s will to be free might 
come at an excessive cost and can disturb their routines.47 The same routines 
that spare humans the agony of living in uncertainty about their surround-
ings and shelter them with ontological security. Addressing people’s will-
ingness to be free, Bauman offers two popular answers to questions “casting 
doubts on the readiness of ‘ordinary folks’ for freedom” (p. 18). The first is 
that “the truth that makes men free is for the most part the truth which men 
prefer not to hear” (Herbet Sebastian, 1942, cited in Bauman, 2000, p. 19). 
The second possible answer is that the type of freedom that ‘libertarians’ 
are dedicated to is more likely to bring misery than joy. However, ‘really 
existing freedom’ for Bauman can neither be the promise of happiness nor 
an objective reality worth fighting for.  

Apart from Bauman’s insights on freedom, educational emancipation 
seems more achievable, at least in the eyes of Jacques Rancière and the 
adepts of his philosophy. To better understand emancipation, its underlying 
logic must be examined. This logic governs teachers’ roles and teacher-stu-
dents dynamics. The emancipatory role of teachers has been examined 

 
45 In the sense that “the predicament of ideology lies in the claim that it is precisely 
because of the way in which power works upon our consciousness that we are una-
ble to see how power works upon our consciousness” (Biesta, 2017, p. 55). 
46 Anthony Giddens’ take on emancipation will be treated in the sections below.  
47 Even Freire (1987) describes liberation as a painful process comparing it to giving 
birth. 
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thoroughly in the philosophical works of Jacques Rancière and subsequent 
interpretations by Gert Biesta (2010; 2017; 2020) and others of the former’s 
The Ignorant Schoolmaster.48 Some of these oeuvres compare Freire’s logic 
of social emancipation with Rancière’s educational emancipation, address-
ing the issue of teacher-student dynamics. Meanwhile, a call is made to fo-
cus on the study objects instead of teacher- or student-centeredness (see 
Vlieghe, 2018). The justification for Vlieghe’s thing-centred pedagogy starts 
from its ability to avoid student-centred (Freirean) and teacher-centred 
(banking) educational approaches.  

Emancipation may be examined using Jacques Rancière’s (1987) philo-
sophical assumption of the equality of intelligence. In The Ignorant School-
master, Rancière assumes that all people are equally intelligent. Based on 
that, he carefully identifies and problematises a specific emancipatory rela-
tionship between teachers and students, which he calls explication instead, 
and distinguishes it from ‘true’ educational emancipation. Following his ar-
gumentation, explication, the opposite of emancipation, requires the ine-
quality of intelligence between teachers and learners and imagines a partic-
ular role for teachers. Unlike a teacher emancipator, the explicator transmits 
knowledge to students by leading them through an organised progression 
from the simplest to the most complex forms of knowledge. This process of 
explication prerequires an incapable learner (for example, an older learner 
with a naïve consciousness) but also confirms the learner as such (meaning, 
an older learner is reluctant to engage in critical action because of his/her 
naïve consciousness). Accordingly, learners need teachers because they can-
not fathom educational material alone.  

This explication logic creates and sustains a rupture between two forms 
of intelligence: naïve and critical. Such logic seems pervasive in empirical 
studies aiming to emancipate older learners. There, underlying assumptions 
suppose that the learner’s intelligence is based on repetitions, habits, and 
needs (false consciousness). On the other hand, the explicator’s intelligence 
is allegedly based on reason and is methodologically oriented. As such, this 
logic of emancipation, which critical educational gerontology also favours, 
does not wholly escape explication. Therefore, it risks stultifying learners 
by subordinating their intelligence to their teachers’ (see Rancière, 1987), at 

 
48 (see also Cerletti, 2005; Galloway, 2012; Vlieghe, 2014; 2018; Wildemeersch, 
2014) including, but not restricted to, an application of Rancière’s ideas to adult 
and community education. 
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least until they are critically aware and ‘qualify’ to take responsibility for 
their learning (see Biesta, 2017). 

When pondering whether education and emancipation are like oil and 
water, one readily notices that emancipation is a complex educational goal. 
Its complexity emanates from tensions between education and freedom. 
Can a (coercive) education that subordinates learners to the powers of their 
teachers be liberating? If so, how? Emancipation as a goal, which neat real-
isation requires understanding teacher-student dynamics, is not so 
farfetched. Perhaps the focus in such education would be on neither teachers 
nor learners, as recent and striking interpretations of Rancière’s work wish 
to advance. Consequently, as a goal, emancipation could characterise the 
beginnings of educational experiences rather than an end to be achieved 
somewhere in the future. This alternative understanding can nevertheless 
inspire a reformulation of CEG’s logic of emancipation that additionally 
draws on structuration theory, one key conclusion in Article 2.  

Structuration theory and late modern applications 
My examination of older adult education, addressing issues of self-actuali-
sation, empowerment, emancipation, and motivation, is primarily based on 
Anthony Giddens’ structuration theory. Structuration, i.e., the process 
whereby agency (re)produces structure, provides the theoretical framework 
required to examine educational institutions in late modern societies and 
older people's educational experiences. Generally, the social theories of Gid-
dens and other postmodern theorists are mobilised in critical social geron-
tology under a culturalist critique perspective, which I wish to apply to ed-
ucational gerontology.49 

Structuration: From dualisms to duality 
The sociological debate on the role of agency or structures in shaping soci-
eties has been long-lasting. The sociologist Anthony Giddens handed in his 
theory of structuration as a solution to agency-structure dualisms. Often, 
modern sociological theories amplify agency or structures (Giddens & Sut-
ton, 2017) in their analysis of individual actions and social practices. Not 
surprisingly, the field of (older) adult education encounters similar divisions 
(Nesbit, 1998). That said, stark divisions are concrete in the statements of 
principles of educational gerontology, not least in how they treat the 

 
49 More on the culturalist type of critique is found in Chapter 6, where I describe 
how I approach the learning philosophies in older age. 
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concepts of motivation, self-actualisation, empowerment, and emancipa-
tion, divisions I wish to overcome by mobilising Giddens’ structuration the-
ory.  

Through an integrative perspective on agency and structures, one that 
sees both as complementary rather than antagonistic, structuration theory 
can undermine polarising explanations of social reality. Giddens (1984) laid 
down the structuration theory as an anti-imperial theory. It is so, for Gid-
dens aims to “put an end to each of the empire-building endeavours” (p. 2), 
as he calls the structuralist imperialism of the social object and the herme-
neutical imperialism of the subject. Giddens insists that sociology must con-
sider philosophical problems and debates that can contribute to understand-
ing social life. This task extends to the growing phenomenon of older adult 
education and its constitutive concepts. 

Structuration implies that people actively make and remake social struc-
tures in everyday life. What is understood here is that action and structure 
are necessarily related rather than opposites (Giddens, 1984). Structuralism 
and functionalism emphasise a pre-eminent role of the social over its parts, 
i.e., human subjects. Conversely, humanism, to which structuralists object, 
is rooted in hermeneutic traditions where agency and meanings are at-
tributed a paramount importance in explaining human conduct. In response 
to that ‘monolithic’ one-sided emphasis, Giddens (1984) claims that “the 
basic domain of study of the social sciences, […], is neither the experience 
of the individual actor, nor the existence of any form of societal totality, but 
social practices ordered across space and time” (p. 2). These social practices 
are recursive and continually recreated by social actors as they express 
themselves as actors. Agents reproducing structures is a solid assertion for 
my analysis of older adult education. 

The concept of duality of structure is fundamental to structuration the-
ory. Giddens (1984) highlights that the notion of social structure employed 
by functionalists and structuralists does not serve social theory well. He de-
fines social structures as “structuring properties allowing the binding of 
time-space in social systems, the properties which make it possible for dis-
cernibly similar practices to exist across varying spans of time and space, 
and which lend them systematic form” (p. 17). This definition implies that 
social systems consist of reproduced social practices. They do not include 
structures per se; instead, they have structural properties. Therefore, struc-
tures only exist in social practices, as instantiations in time and space, and 
as memory traces guiding the knowledgeability of agents. It follows that 
rules and resources that agents draw on to reproduce social action may also 
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reproduce social systems. This reproduction occurs when agents’ awareness 
of social rules, expressed via practical consciousness, is at the core of knowl-
edgeability that characterises individual agents and a large share of their 
actions. 

Structuration theory is notorious for its emphasis on the agency of actors. 
Giddens emphasises agents’ knowledgeability. He borrows this concept 
from interpretative traditions to highlight that the description of human ac-
tivities requires familiarity with what agents want to express through these 
activities. Enhancing the knowledgeability of human agents, Giddens 
(1984) stresses reflexivity as a form of knowledgeability, which he defines 
as “… not merely self-consciousness but as the monitored character of the 
ongoing flow of social life”, and accordingly, he grounds it “in the contin-
uous monitoring of action which human beings display and expect others 
to display” (p. 3). Knowledgeability underlines that humans are purposive 
agents, and they have reasons for the activities they undertake. In other 
words, when asked, agents can discursively explain these reasons, even 
when/if they lie about them.50 

Agents can elaborate discursively and rationally on the reasons for en-
gaging in activities. Their agency is thus defined as their capability to par-
ticipate in these activities, thus, implying power. Agency “concerns events 
of which an individual is the perpetrator, in the sense that the individual 
could, at any phase in a given sequence of conduct, have acted differently” 
(Giddens, 1984, p. 9). Two levels of consciousness govern the reasons for 
action: discursive and practical (Giddens, 1984). Discursive consciousness 
is the awareness and verbalisation of knowledge about agents’ social condi-
tions and the conditions of their actions. Practical consciousness consists of 
everyday knowledge “inherent in the capability to ‘go on’ with the routines 
of social life” (p. 4). This form of consciousness characterises most of the 
knowledge agents have and use in their daily encounters as they (re)produce 
social reality. In the meantime, motivation may be described somewhat dif-
ferently.  

Reasons for action operate on discursive and practical levels of con-
sciousness, but what about the unconscious level of motives? Giddens ar-
gues that motivation is primarily unconscious; it refers to the wants that 
prompt action but not “to the mode in which action is chronically carried 
on by the agent” (1984, p. 6). That would prerequire a routinisation of 

 
50 The word discursively refers to analytical reasoning, rather than discourse. Exam-
ples of how discursive reasoning manifests itself are shown in Article 2. 
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action. Motivation acquires more influence on action when routines – cre-
ated reflexively on a practical consciousness level – are threatened. Then, 
despite being an unconscious form of affect, motivation can also consist of 
consciously experienced pangs or promptings (Giddens, 1990), mobilised to 
restore ontological security. The Giddensian notions of consciousness, rea-
sons, and motives for action provide dependable alternatives to structuralist 
ideas on ideological confusion and false consciousness that are nevertheless 
employed in a political economy rationale for educating older people. Gid-
dens’ understanding of motivation is utilized in Article 3. 

Agency and power intertwine in Giddens’ theory. According to Giddens 
(1984), a competent agent can intervene, or refrain from it, in the world to 
influence a specific process. This means that agents cease to be when their 
ability to make a difference is diminished. Giddens conceives of power not 
as a resource but as a characteristic of all action. Power is “the means of 
getting things done and, as such, directly implied in human action” (p. 283). 
Power is exercised in social interactions through media. These media form 
resources within continuous social systems over space and time and presume 
regularised relations of autonomy and dependence between actors or col-
lectivities.  

Giddens perceives power from the vantage point of his concept of the 
dialectic of control. He believes power is not necessarily noxious and should 
no longer be approached as dominating structures that “grind ‘docile bod-
ies’” (1984, p. 16). By depending on a social system, agents possess re-
sources, thereafter, have a margin of power they exercise with particular 
ends in mind. The latter indicates that all kinds of dependence allow subor-
dinates to influence the actions of their subordinators (Giddens, 1984). 
Agents pattern social life by relying on authoritative and allocative resources 
that mediate power. Authoritative resources are non-material and used in 
the system organisation and coordination of individuals in a society. Alloca-
tive resources are material power sources employed in the (re)production of 
social systems (Giddens, 1984). Power and action are thus bound through 
the dialectic of control whereby social systems embed relations of autonomy 
and dependence between actors in social interactions. 

This stance on agency, power and their relationship via the dialectic of 
control may be compared to notions of power in structuralist and, to some 
extent, culturalist traditions that explain action via non-conscious class 
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struggles.51 There, agents with no choice (also framed as oppressed) are por-
trayed as powerless and placed in a reactive position that alludes to a certain 
causal determinism, partially conjugated in terms of habitus or earlier so-
cialisation. Giddens disagrees. He argues that structural analyses of a social 
phenomenon would not be accurate unless they consider the motives and 
reasons for action given by individual agents. That is why “there is no such 
thing as a distinctive category of structural explanation,” Giddens (1984, p. 
213) objects. Applying this contention to older age, class (defined as a po-
sition in the labour market) becomes less potent in predicting identities and 
behaviours.52 Subsequently, it is possible to problematise zero-sum power 
relations that can portray older people as either free or oppressed; in the 
latter case, the cause is often outside their immediate control and escapes 
their awareness, or so argues the critical philosophy of learning in older age. 

Agency and power do characterise not only action but also inaction. Ex-
ercising power can take the form of strategic inaction based on the knowl-
edgeability of constraining conditions that govern the context of said (in)ac-
tion. Giddens (1984, p. 174) defines three types of constraints: punitive, 
material, and structural. First, punitive constraints are sanctions, namely 
threats and direct applications of force or violence; they alternatively take 
the form of mere disapproval. Punitive constraints can, on infrequent occa-
sions, render helpless those subjected to them, but only briefly. Second, ma-
terial constraints are those related to the body and constraints of the physi-
cal environment. Third, structural constraints are drawn from the manifes-
tations of structural properties of systems and their interactions with situ-
ated actors. One common characteristic of the three types of constraints is 
their dependence on the motives and reasons for agents to do what they do. 
Arguably, they do not act “as forces of nature to ‘compel’” (p. 181) actors 
to behave in one way or another. Like power in structuration theory, con-
straints obey the dialectic of control that gives them coercing but enabling 
properties. They are instrumental in investigating possible answers to the 
reluctance of individuals (including older learners) to induce much desired 
and timely social change, as shown in Article 2. 

Structuration theory provides this thesis with critical concepts that could 
be successfully applied to the polarising debate between humanist and 

 
51 Even the works of Pierre Bourdieu that is referred to in CEG, arguably align with 
a structuralist explanation of social practices (Inglis & Thorpe, 2012). 
52 That said, I reckon that this claim, championed by Higgs and Gilleard (2006a; 
2006b), remains subject to much controversy. 
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critical educational gerontology. Addressing this polarisation, I keep in 
mind Giddens’ (1984) shrewd words 

This stress is absolutely essential if the mistakes of functionalism and struc-
turalism are to be avoided, mistakes which, suppressing or discounting 
agents’ reasons – the rationalisation of action as chronically involved in the 
structuration of social practices – look for the origins of their activities in 
phenomena of which these agents are ignorant. But it is equally important to 
avoid tumbling into the opposing error of hermeneutic approaches and of 
various versions of phenomenology, which tend to regard society as the plas-
tic creation of human subjects. Each of these is an illegitimate form of reduc-
tion, deriving from a failure adequately to conceptualise the duality of struc-
ture. (p. 26) 

Giddens’ work endows this thesis with the tools for a greater emphasis on 
the agency of individuals, as he claims, “they are expert ‘sociologists’” (p. 
26). An emphasis that I invite to educational gerontology, where applying 
Giddens’ social theory is consequential to educational goals, namely self-
actualisation and emancipation. 

Life politics: Self-actualisation and emancipation 
The structuration theory clarifies the question of self-actualisation and 
emancipation vis-à-vis individual and global uncertainties and scopes. Gid-
dens cements together the concepts of self-actualisation and emancipation, 
quite unlike the statements of educational gerontology presented in Chapter 
3. He does that by pondering two relationships, one between emancipatory 
politics and life politics and another between the personal and the global 
(Giddens, 1990). Giddens defines emancipatory politics as “the effort to 
shed shackles of the past, thereby permitting a transformative attitude to-
wards the future; and the aim of overcoming the illegitimate domination of 
some individuals over groups of others” (1991, p. 211). This understanding 
of emancipation builds on reflexivity to “use history to make history” (p. 
211). However, Giddens wishes to see emancipation differently.  

Problematising emancipatory politics, Giddens (1990; 1991) has few 
noteworthy objections. He warns that emancipatory politics work best 
when emancipation builds on divisions between human beings, as it elimi-
nates exploitation, inequality, and oppression based on these divisions. He 
admits that emancipatory politics seeks justice, equality, and participation 
and resorts to a moral authority through which powers could be shown to 
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be morally illegitimate.53 Nevertheless, Giddens describes how emancipa-
tion falls short of its orientation. He argues it moves “away from” not “to-
wards” (1991, p. 213); consequently, its ethos of “freedom from” instead 
of “freedom to” others individuals (1990, p. 156). In lieu, Giddens calls for 
a notion of liberation that seeks a less divisive outcome. Subsequently, he 
proposes life politics as a concept that necessitates a certain degree of eman-
cipatory politics but extends even further to life politics. 

Besides bridging self-actualisation and emancipatory politics, Giddens’ 
concept of life politics intertwines the personal with the global. Life politics 
are 

the politics of a reflexively mobilised order – the system of late modernity – 
which, on an individual and collective level, has radically altered the existen-
tial parameters of social activity. It is a politics of self-actualisation in a re-
flexively ordered environment, where that reflexivity links self and body to 
global scopes. […]. Life politics concerns political issues which flow from 
processes of self-actualisation in post-traditional contexts, where globalising 
influences intrude deeply into the reflexive project of the self, and conversely 
where processes of self-realisation influence global strategies. (Giddens, 
1991, p. 214) 

Life politics rely a great deal on actors’ agency. They are politics of life de-
cisions that affect and are affected by identity narratives and lifestyle 
choices. According to Giddens, identity is a reflexive achievement, where 
the narrative is shaped, altered, and maintained reflexively in times of rapid 
changes on local and global levels.54 A reflexively ordered narrative of self-
identity is vital in late modernity since it provides meaning and coherence 
to individuals’ lifespans against changing external circumstances. That said, 
life politics concerns debates and contestations emerging from the reflexive 
project of actors.  

This Giddensian project carries with it anti-anxiety functions. In other 
words, it is a coping strategy to deal with the ongoing uncertainties and 
risks that may undermine agents’ ontological security. Routine is also an 
antidote to life’s anxieties and essential to sustaining ontological security. 

 
53 As an example, I cite the moral rationale in older adult education, which critical 
educational gerontology pushes for, while leaning on Freirean values. 
54 Needless to mention, within the time frame of this thesis (around four years), the 
world has witnessed immense changes caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, climate 
events, global economic insecurities, and most recently, the war on Ukraine and the 
looming nuclear threat. 
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According to Giddens, ontological security is “founded on an autonomy of 
bodily control within predictable routines and encounters” (Giddens 1984, 
p. 64). The notion of ontological security is close to the tacit character of 
practical consciousness and the natural attitude in everyday life (routinisa-
tion); without it, there would be a loss of sense of reality and other persons 
(Giddens, 1991). As much as identity work is a continuous task, the reflex-
ive construction of the self could keep anxieties at bay.  

Existential questions are usually taken for granted, but an existential cri-
sis can cause questions of time, space, continuity, and identity to surface 
and overwhelm individuals with anxieties. That is where the role of practi-
cal consciousness emerges to manage these anxieties by adhering to new 
routines. However, routines do not mean the absence of creativity. In addi-
tion to mitigating anxieties, mastering one’s daily routine could be an act of 
creativity feeding into feelings of trust that preclude a general sense of psy-
chological health. The quest for ontological security would significantly mo-
tivate older people to join universities for the third age, as shown in Article 
3. 

Questions of routine implore an examination of continuity and change. 
Another remarkable feature of Giddens’ social theory is his take on conti-
nuity and change, which may nevertheless encourage either one of the edu-
cational goals of social mobility (the conservation of the current order) or 
social mobilisation and change. Structuration theory and its late modern 
application exhibit particular interest in social change, highlighting how 
change may occur by departing from routines and the rationalisation of 
conduct (Giddens, 1979). Therefore, the notions of routines, habits, moti-
vation, ontological security, and knowledgeability cannot be separated from 
the intertwined events of continuity and change.  

To better grasp continuity and change, the functions of action may need 
to be clarified. Starting from his interest in latent and manifest functions of 
action, Giddens notes that “we have to investigate the effects of the ‘escape’ 
of activity from the intentions of its initiators upon the reproduction of 
practices …” (p. 216). This is warranted since, in some instances, actors 
may not be aware of the consequences of their actions as they (re)produce 
social systems; they are called then unintended consequences. Such a latent 
function is distinguishable from a more manifest function to action. 
Through the latent function of action, change may arise from the same con-
tinuity that enables it. This change, however, requires a high degree of ra-
tionalisation of conduct.  
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The rationalisation of conduct is one of the ways that structuration the-
ory explains the continuity of social life. However, structuration theory, 
through its duality of structure, claims that change may arise only through 
continuity. For Giddens (1979), this continuity necessitates habits. Agreeing 
with Bourdieu, who uses habitus instead, Giddens notes that habits are pri-
marily unmotivated. Thus, through unmotivated habits, individuals repro-
duce social practices and, thereafter, might unintentionally facilitate change. 
For example, the routinised speaking of a language is an unmotivated habit 
which reproduces that language as long as other actors can understand the 
same discourse, which becomes mutual knowledge. 

The rationalisation of conduct may draw heavily on routinised, habitual, 
and unmotivated behaviours, contributing to actors’ ontological security. 
However, change may arise within conduct that reinforces ontological se-
curity and reproduces social systems. In this vein, Giddens (1979) clarifies 
the occurrence of social change in traditional and modern societies.55 Wher-
ever tradition is strong, routines are either sanctioned or sanctified. There-
fore, change may arise via two scenarios Giddens describes as incremental 
and external. Incremental change is a direct and non-intended consequence 
of social reproduction; once again, the example of language change is a typ-
ical one. Meanwhile, externally originating change produces de-routinisa-
tion of action and is the fruit of “the effects of sharp ecological transmuta-
tions, of natural disasters, or the establishing of relations of dependence or 
conflict with societies of differing cultural composition” (p. 220).56 In these 
cases, a very mild change may occur, where traditions replace traditions. 

Two additional and more robust scenarios of social change may be iden-
tified. The first, wherever possible, is to replace one tradition with another; 
social change may occur when two or more divergent interpretations of 
norms and traditions emerge. In this case, tradition itself is called to ques-
tion. Nevertheless, a final and most reformist scenario of social change is 
typical of the “modern west” (Giddens, 1979, p. 221). This scenario not 
only consists of a mere disenchantment by tradition but reflects a more pur-
posive mobilisation of social norms and practices in order to transform 
them. Historicity and historical consciousness are critical to this scenario of 
social change and may constitute the highest form of rationalisation of 

 
55 Albeit an absolute grip of traditions, even in the most traditional societies, is no 
longer taken for granted. 
56 De-routinisation, according to Giddens (1979), occurs with the loosening of the 
grip of taken-for-granted day-to-day interactions. 
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conduct and knowledgeability about their unintended consequences. Un-
derstanding how structuration theory deals with continuity and change may 
clarify its contribution to the educational goal of social change by providing 
alternative conceptualisations to some of its accompanying notions, as con-
cluded in Article 2. 

Applying structuration theory to late modernity can help address many 
of the theoretical ambiguities and dualisms on the level of learning philoso-
phies in older age. Starting from structuration theory, Wheeler-Brooks 
(2009) offers insightful definitions of emancipation, critical consciousness, 
and oppression, which are especially useful in departing from structural for-
mulations. First, emancipation would rather mean freedom towards and 
would be attached to a notion of critical consciousness defined as “being 
actively aware of one's agency and the role one has in creating social prac-
tices” (p. 131). Second, in light of these definitions, mitigating oppression 
necessitates describing it as “a social relationship, a set of social practices 
maintained by members of society who participate in the relationship” (p. 
131). Finally, these definitions and the belief that self-actualisation and 
emancipation can coalesce under the concept of life politics would, first, be 
a valuable tool for approaching the political concept of lifelong learning, as 
I show in Chapter 5. Additionally, life politics forms the backbone of a 
fourth critical statement of the principles of educational gerontology, which 
I draft in Chapter 8. 

Appraisals of Giddens’ work 
While Gidden’s work significantly contributes to this thesis, elsewhere, it 
may not escape criticism. Cognisant of such critiques, I mention a few note-
worthy points of tension.  

First, critics of structuration theory reproach it for lacking a coherent 
notion of power, for being eclectic, and for its poor definitional quality. 
That is in addition to lacking clear guidelines on its relationship with em-
pirical research (den Hond et al., 2012). Second, Giddens’ ‘reflexive project 
of the self’ faces headwinds and objections that this concept is highly indi-
vidualistic. It places excessive emphasis on the choices that individuals have 
because of the assumption that everyone in late modern societies is capable 
of responding to changes with an elevated level of agency (Zhao & Biesta, 
2012).  

A third criticism of Giddens’ work lies in the moral shortfall in his con-
ception of the self. His morality becomes an internally formed process (re-
flexive ethics), and it does not leave space for the possibility that many 
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external moralities can influence the formation of the self vis-à-vis other 
agents (Zhao & Biesta, 2012). A concern that continues to solicit warnings 
from adult educators that an epistemology of reflexivity and authenticity in 
ethics might potentially lead to “fundamentalism, neo-tribalism, and a self-
righteous and narcissistic intolerance of difference in others” (Bagnall et al., 
2022, p. 70). Other critics insist on the continued relevance of social class, 
which Giddens denies (see Atkinson, 2007). Finally, I remind of a wariness 
expressed by an adept at structuration theory that a Giddensian worldview, 
if misinterpreted, risks engendering blame-the-victim narratives (Wheeler-
Brooks, 2009). 

Summary 
In this chapter, I have presented the key theoretical concepts of this PhD 
thesis: motivation, self-actualisation, empowerment, and emancipation. 
These concepts may be defined in different theoretical frameworks. There-
fore, I have provided psychological, philosophical, and sociological defini-
tions of these concepts. These definitions demonstrate that concepts can be, 
on the one hand, closely outlined across disciplines, and that renders their 
polarisation unreasonable. However, on the other hand, they enjoy delicate 
nuances within disciplinary boundaries, which warrant careful considera-
tion in their philosophical and empirical treatments. 

Together with Gidden’s structuration theory, these concepts thus form 
the main theoretical framework of this thesis. Structuration theory reason-
ably defines these concepts in a way that harmonises rather than polarises 
them. Life politics testifies to the potential of structuration theory in har-
monising self-actualisation and emancipation. Additionally, this theory pro-
vides a possibly non-conscious definition of motivation so that it can be 
reflexive. The contribution of structuration theory is the admittance that 
agents can change structures while acting within structures of their own do-
ing. Additionally, structuration theory is a suitable tool that helps my bid 
to focus on older learners’ agency in my examination of the learning philos-
ophies in older age, not least by invigorating the fourth statement of educa-
tional gerontology principles. 
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CHAPTER 5.  
Lifelong learning in later life 
Apart from the four articles contributing to the research field of older adult 
education, my thesis has a policy relevance that I introduce in this chapter 
and elaborate in Chapter 8. In the scope of Article 1, I have identified several 
points on which the philosophies of learning in older age agree. One rele-
vant point to this chapter is an outspoken rejection of the functional goals 
of older adult education. Echoed by several scholars, this objection is 
founded on the fact that these functional goals arguably actualise outside 
the education domain. Such is the case with lifelong learning models that 
promise active and healthy ageing, social mobility and enhanced economic 
development and contributions. However, thanks to ‘longlife learning,’ an 
alternative to lifelong learning, intrinsic and functional goals may co-exist, 
so I show below. 

In order to reflect on the relationship between educational gerontology’s 
intrinsic goals and lifelong learning functional ones, in this chapter, I will 
first present the concept of lifelong learning and its decades-long transfor-
mation from a predominantly humanistic rationale to an economic one. Sec-
ond, I introduce an alternative to lifelong learning, which is the concept of 
longlife learning, supposedly capable of conceptually supporting intrinsic 
and functional educational goals. Finally, concluding this chapter, I suggest 
that Giddens’ structuration theory may provide theoretical support for the 
concept of longlife learning. As such, I advance a non-dichotomous formula 
on educational goals that I deem worthy of consideration in a future state-
ment of the principles of educational gerontology, which I develop in Chap-
ter 8. 

Lifelong learning: Anytime, anywhere 
Before imagining ways to reconcile intrinsic and extrinsic goals to the edu-
cation of older people, I must define lifelong learning. Lifelong learning is 
an educational and political concept that caters to everyone, including older 
people. Lifelong learning “implies an all-inclusive cradle-to-grave approach 
to learning that offers the promise and availability of something for every-
one whatever their age or situation” (Withnall, 2010, p. 4). Naturally, that 
education is possible beyond youth challenges the idea of education as a 
youth characteristic.  
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In practice, that means learning happens anywhere at any time and can 
consequently be characterised under formal, non-formal, and informal 
types of learning (see Jarvis, 2004). For simplification, formal education 
leads to a degree and satisfies vocational aspirations. Non-formal non-vo-
cational education is the type that is organised and pursued in institutions 
that offer a leisure form of learning, such as the one offered at a university 
for the third age.57 In contrast to the previous types, informal learning is 
accidental. Learning is not the main aim of the activity undertaken but ra-
ther a by-product, which occurs, for instance, during social movement 
learning.  

The terms and models used to conceptualise this phenomenon has varied. 
In the 1970s, Éducation Permanente, the French for lifelong learning, was 
conceived. Since then, lifelong learning has existed under different models 
and has different aims. According to Schuetze (2007), these models are: (1) 
the original emancipatory and social justice model, (2) the human capital 
model that focuses on skill development and vocational training, and (3) 
the learner-driven model aiming for citizenship and democracy education. 
These three models may be categorised into three generations of lifelong 
learning.  

The first generation of lifelong learning is born in the famous Edgar Faure 
et al. (1972) UNESCO report, which points to the need for ubiquitous life-
long learning, emphasising lifelong, life-wide, and democratic educational 
opportunities. The humanistic Faure report promotes intrinsic goals for 
learning, such as personal development, solidarity, and democracy, all of 
which help create a fulfilled man. Later, the second and third generations of 
lifelong learning emerged with less than Faure’s original intrinsic ambitions. 

The political interest in lifelong learning strayed from its original prem-
ises, marking the beginning of a second economy-oriented generation of 
lifelong learning. In 1996, the European year of lifelong learning, the im-
portance of this concept for the European Union became of a socio-eco-
nomic nature (Formosa, 2012b). The 2001 Lisbon Memorandum on life-
long learning officiated its centrality in shaping Europe’s knowledge-based 
society (Fejes & Dahlstedt, 2014). Since then, lifelong learning in policy 
documents, research articles, and academic debates has become a tool for 
economic competitiveness in the face of globalization (Withnall, 2010), 

 
57 See Manninen (2017) for a thorough definition and genealogy of non-formal non-
vocational learning. 
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reflecting a solid economic rationale. This rationale would later become at-
tenuated in the third generation of lifelong learning. 

The third generation of lifelong learning mixes democracy, citizenship, 
and economic development. Here, lifelong learning metamorphosed into a 
multi-dimensional strategy to promote employability, citizenship, social co-
hesion, personal and professional fulfilment, and adaptability. The three 
generations of lifelong learning place varying degrees of responsibility on 
the individual for their learning, whether for the sake of it, for freedom, or 
social mobility. However, lifelong learning is very rarely attached to one 
model in a pure form (Schuetze & Casey, 2006), which means that it is also 
rarely attached to one type of goal (active citizenship, personal fulfilment, 
social inclusion, or employability) (Jarvis, 2007). Therefore, one may con-
clude that the expectation of lifelong learning exclusively serving intrinsic 
or functional goals is slightly less than reasonable.  

Concerning older age, lifelong learning became a de facto solution for 
mitigating many of the problems facing older individuals and ageing socie-
ties. In other words, the intertwining of lifelong learning with policies on 
health, housing, disability, and social welfare (Findsen & Formosa, 2011) 
became the norm. The following section describes this tight relationship be-
tween lifelong learning and ageing-related policies to show that learning has 
penetrated almost every function in the lives of older people. 

Lifelong learning in policy on older age 
It may seem that there is no problem that lifelong learning will not fix, in-
cluding ageing-related ones. Case in point, the policies of UNESCO, the Eu-
ropean Commission (EC), and the World Health Organisation (WHO) put 
forward lifelong learning as one multifaceted solution capable of addressing 
the challenges confronting older people in their societies. In these policies, 
intrinsic and functional lifelong learning goals seem to intertwine. 

Global policy on ageing, economy, health, and education, aiming at mak-
ing the world more age-friendly, starts from a notorious demographic ra-
tionale.58 For example, by 2050, the global population of older adults aged 
60+ will have more than doubled (WHO, 2020). Meanwhile, demographic 
narratives are increasingly framed as an opportunity for consumption and 
economic development. This promising opportunity entails the 

 
58 The connection between demography and learning is also visible in the first state-
ment of principles of educational gerontology (see Glendenning & Battersby, 1990). 
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strengthening of the ‘silver economy’ that is defined by the European Com-
mission (2018) as  

…the sum of all economic activity that serves the needs of people aged 50 
and over, including the products and services they purchase directly and the 
further economic activity this spending generates. Thus, silver economy en-
compasses a unique cross-section of economic activities related to produc-
tion, consumption and trade of goods and services relevant for older people, 
both public and private, and including direct and indirect effects. (p. 6) 

In other words, the focus is shifting, at least overtly, from seeing older peo-
ple as a burden on welfare systems to building on their agency as an oppor-
tunity for economic development. In the European Union, the silver econ-
omy in 2015 amounted to €4.2 trillion in GDP and sustained over 78 mil-
lion jobs. However, the consumption of goods and services driving the silver 
economy is thus far defined by consumption related to health, food, house-
hold expenses, recreation, and culture. Education, not so much, despite its 
growing relevance in older age.  

As Europe ages, labour markets suffer from skill shortages in several sec-
tors where highly skilled older people can still provide remarkable contri-
butions (EC, 2018). As such, older people, who live longer, offer labour 
markets in Europe valuable prospects. Their delayed retirement is arguably 
a ‘relief’ for welfare systems but also is their (re)training and (re)introduc-
tion to the workforce. However, to be able to work, consume, contribute, 
and drive the economy, older people ought to remain healthy and in control 
of their lives. 

Besides reskilling older adults, lifelong learning bolsters their autonomy, 
healthy and active ageing (Formosa, 2019; WHO, 2020), as well as their 
quality of life (UNESCO, 2022a). WHO’s decade of Healthy Ageing 2020-
2030 capitalises on older people’s agency and suggests several areas of ac-
tion in order to: “change how we think, feel and act towards age and ageing; 
[and to] ensure that communities foster the abilities of older people” 
(WHO, 2020, p. 6). It underscores a specific role for lifelong learning: to 
enable older people to do what they value, remain autonomous, and pre-
serve a sense of purpose and identity, possibly leading to their self-actuali-
sation. 

Expecting older people to learn in their third age requires age-friendly 
educational institutions that address the many barriers to their participa-
tion, not least in higher education. As a spinoff from WHO’s (2007) project 
on age-friendly cities that pushes for less constraining environments for 
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older people, the concept of age-friendly universities (AFU) emerged.59 In 
2010, the age-friendly university initiative came to life as an integrative ap-
proach to mainstreaming older people in higher education, i.e. their (re)so-
cialisation and (re)qualification.60 AFUs tackle ageing by focusing on six 
pillars of higher education institutional activity: “teaching and learning, re-
search and innovation, lifelong learning, intergenerational learning, encore 
careers and enterprise, and civic engagement” (Montepare, 2019, p. 140). 
This concept is based on 10 principles and aims, among others, to “encour-
age the participation of older adults in all the core activities of the Univer-
sity, including educational and research programmes” and to “promote in-
tergenerational learning to facilitate the reciprocal sharing of expertise be-
tween learners of all ages” (O'Kelly, 2022, p. 75). By making the university 
environment attractive for all older people, the concept of an age-friendly 
university seeks to enhance their chances to further contribute to their soci-
eties economically while remaining healthy and active. 

As shown above, the relationship between ageing and lifelong learning 
may be categorised under the third generation of lifelong learning since it 
encompasses educational, health, economic, and socio-developmental goals 
as well as citizenship, identity, autonomy, and democracy. However, the 
philosophies of learning in older age do not share this perspective as they 
denounce functional goals for the education of older people. Meanwhile, 
such separation is no longer sensible. Evidence that furthers my claim is 
found in the works of Alexandra Withnall’s all-encompassing concept of 
longlife learning. 

Longlife learning: Intrinsic and functional goals 
That lifelong learning may serve intrinsic and functional goals simultane-
ously becomes even more possible with Alexandra Withnall’s concept of 
longlife learning. The concept of longlife learning is vital for this thesis, not 
least in avoiding further polarisation between lifelong learning policy and 

 
59 Buffel and colleagues (2012) highlight the importance of the social environment 
for older people. This environment is highly contextual, dynamic and multidimen-
sional. It shapes and is shaped by the experiences and practices of older people. This 
understanding is tantamount to the structuration properties of social practices as 
stipulated in Giddens’ social theory.  
60 In comparison to traditional educational institutions for older people, which 
mainly provide non-formal educational activities.  
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the philosophies of learning in older age, where functional and intrinsic 
learning goals contradict each other.  

Reflecting the complexity of learning in older age, Alexandra Withnall 
reckons longlife learning is a concept that straddles “economic, democratic, 
personal, and other concerns right across the life course in an inclusive way 
while foregrounding the undeniable impact of demographic trends” (2010, 
p. 116). Withnall (2012) means that lifelong learning should not be re-
stricted to personal development or social justice goals. Instead, it is benefi-
cial to individuals and societies, is enduring and connective on a personal 
level and considers the everchanging external environments in postmoder-
nity. Through longlife learning, Withnall (2010) challenges a modernist 
stance on devising lifelong learning policies and observes that lifelong learn-
ing is not stable “because constant change in society makes it almost impos-
sible to devise an all-embracing framework within which different aspects 
could flourish over time” (p. 115). Withnall challenges the critical philoso-
phy of learning in older age and argues that learning is essentially individual 
and highly interpretive. 

The concept of longlife learning calls for practitioners to listen to older 
people’s needs instead of theorising on their behalf. This call Withnall 
(2022) renews considering the increasing complexities of ageing and the 
growing irrelevance of grand narratives to the future of older adult educa-
tion. Whereas longlife learning builds on the personal meanings of learning 
for older adults, it leaves much room for examining reflexivity. Learners’ 
reflexivity remains crucial to a theory of lifelong learning in late modernity 
(see Edwards et al., 2002) and therefore deserves some theoretical attention, 
not least from the vantage point of Giddens’ structuration theory. In the last 
chapter of this thesis, I elaborate on how Giddens’ theory may support the 
concept of longlife learning by fusing intrinsic and functional goals to learn-
ing in older age.  

Summary 
In this chapter, I present the concept of lifelong learning and show that its 
goals can entail solid economic rationales. Later, I provide policy examples 
that intertwine lifelong learning with older age. There, lifelong learning in-
filtrates the functional domains of economy, health, and education. Finally, 
I refer to Alexandra Withnall’s reframing of lifelong learning to argue that 
longlife learning may solve tensions between functional and intrinsic life-
long learning goals. There need not be a separation between the two natures 
of educational goals. The interplay between lifelong learning policy’s 
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functional goals and learning philosophies’ intrinsic goals, on the one hand, 
and the consequences of this on a future statement of the principles of edu-
cational gerontology, on the other hand, will be further examined in Chap-
ter 8. 
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CHAPTER 6.  
Methods and methodologies 
A complex project calls for various research methods and methodologies. 
This chapter starts with my reflections on my social and academic 
worldviews that shaped this PhD project and provides an overview of the 
research design I use to fulfil the aim of this project. In addition to present-
ing my multi-methods design, I explain how this thesis understands older 
age, then describe three datasets and the variety of qualitative and quanti-
tative analytical techniques I employ to answer the articles’ research ques-
tions. Besides, I discuss the issue of context and engage with its particularity 
in relation to knowledge production in the field. Next, I reflect on examin-
ing learning philosophies and educational concepts and report on the chal-
lenges of authoring a thesis in pandemic times. Finally, I conclude the chap-
ter with ethical considerations that guide my work. 

Positionality: Academic worldview and social positions 
Regarding the aim of this thesis and its theoretical backbone, reflexivity and 
positionality are essential when contemplating knowledge production. “To 
deny the fact that our life experiences influence our work profoundly is to 
reject the notion of scholarship itself” (Siraj-Blatchfor & Siraj-Blatchfor, 
1997, p. 244). Reflexivity is the process whereby researchers’ previous 
knowledge influences how they perceive and produce knowledge. It is a pro-
cess of referring back and should not be confused with critical reflection or 
thinking, which is used for problem-solving in a future scenario. Reflexivity 
is discussed below regarding methodology and scholarship.  

Researchers’ academic worldviews and social positions are integral to 
knowledge production, not least in a research project drawing on reflexiv-
ity. Macbeth (2001) highlights that “positional reflexivity thus aligns meth-
odological rigor with a critically disciplined subjectivity, decentring not only 
the sedimentations of the analyst but (reflexively) those of the field itself” 
(p. 39). As a researcher committed to transparency, I expose my academic 
worldview and social positions that have shaped my research project over 
four years.  

Reflections on my positionality are guided by two questions and the 
sketching of a positionality map. Inspired by Bourke’s (2014) reflections on 
his social position as a white male and Jacobson’s and Mustafa’s (2019) 
positions as female researchers, it is my turn to do so. First, I ponder two 
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questions: (1) What role did my social positions play in shaping my thesis? 
Furthermore, (2) How did my social positions influence my interactions 
with the study participants and my perception of them? Second, I explore 
these questions from the starting point that social positions can hinder but 
also enable the research process.  

Social positions are complex. For example, Bourke (2014) states, “it is 
reasonable to expect that the researcher's beliefs, political stance, cultural 
background (gender, race, class, socioeconomic status, educational back-
ground) are important variables that may affect the research process” (p. 
2). Therefore, my positionality map (see Figure 1) includes, in addition to 
these, my age, sexual orientation, ethnicity, immigration status, as well as 
different forms of relationships with the study context. 

 
Figure 1 

Positionality Map 
 

Note. Adapted from Jacobson and Mustafa (2019). 

In this project, the most apparent difference between participants and the 
researcher consists of generational and age differences. A younger re-
searcher in his thirties interviews participants in their third age at least de-
serves a little discussion. Research in gerontology already raises concerns 
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over younger researchers' ability to understand older participants' life 
courses and conceives of older people in terms of generational differences 
(see Biggs, 2005; Gilleard & Higgs, 2002). In this vein, I recall a vivid ac-
count by one study participant highlighting the generational differences be-
tween older learners and younger teachers. An account that could be ex-
tended to the benefit of younger researcher-older participants dynamics: 

… at least he or she [the teacher] must have some life experience. Not some-
one who hasn’t been married, for example, doesn’t have children, never got 
divorced, doesn’t have a mortgage. You need somebody to give you a life 
dimension in relation to the material in context, for it to make sense. It was 
like a bunch of old people like me and young lecturers with a flat life expe-
rience. I mean if you are a pilot, they measure your experience by flying 
hours. When you are a senior, they should give you something by somebody 
who can inspire you, someone who has knowledge, and experience. We must 
separate between academic smartness and wisdom. I cannot describe it. It is 
a life dimension that is lacking. They [younger teachers at the U3A] are nice 
young people, they are structured, they are well prepared you know. They 
know how to articulate their ideas, how to analyse them, we know this. But 
what does it mean in reality? How can we make life analogies? (Antar, male 
older learner) 

While such contentions require further pondering, not least concerning the 
ability of younger researchers to look in from the outside to make sense of 
older participants’ experiences. My cautious take on the subject is that older 
people have had the chance to reflect on myriad experiences. That is why 
younger researchers could capitalise on these reflections to make sense of 
and empathise with these experiences.  

Apart from belonging to different generations, being a Lebanese citizen 
living abroad (in Sweden) helps in zooming in on the situation in Lebanon 
from an outsider's perspective while simultaneously possessing organic 
knowledge about the socio-political and socio-economic context there. Be-
ing an immigrant and my middle-class habitus influenced the data collection 
process in the following ways. First, my conversations with the participants 
were very natural since we use the same lingo (mixing languages as we 
speak) and observe similar habitus (knowledge of class references). Apart 
from that, many of the participants had been immigrants themselves before 
repatriating. That made it much easier for them to empathise with me. 
Many participants told me that they understand that my life (as an immi-
grant in Sweden) is not easier than theirs and that I face different challenges, 
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those that accompany living outside one’s nation of birth.61 Their compas-
sion was reciprocated since I understood their pain and losses, which the 
severe crisis in Lebanon had incurred for them, and myself in terms of fi-
nancial losses and psychological ill-being. 

While my sexual orientation would not have played a significant role in 
data collection, high educational attainment is undoubtedly interesting to 
examine in this context. High educational attainment is an essential feature 
of Lebanon's middle-class habitus, not least among those who attend pri-
vate universities. Not just at any private university but rather at the Ameri-
can University of Beirut (AUB). AUB attracts traditional and older students 
from mainly the middle and upper classes to study at its premises. Many 
participants in this project were happy to return to the campus where they 
studied generations ago. The desire to learn and remain active and produc-
tive was imprinted in their answers. 

I am an alumnus of AUB and unquestionably loyal to this institution. My 
father worked there for 47 years, and I, too, occupied several professional 
positions there before leaving Lebanon. During my time at AUB, I developed 
close connections with the administration of the University for Seniors, 
where a very dear friend is employed.62 My social and personal relationships 
with UfS facilitated our communication and research cooperation, which 
eventually came to fruition despite many challenges. In this vein, I note that 
UfS’ advertisement about my thesis project gave it credibility vis-à-vis its 
members and enabled smooth recruitment and data collection processes. 

Finally, I do not forget to mention my academic and political worldviews, 
which have been forged partly at Örebro University, not least when I en-
countered Giddens’ social theory. I am referring to my firm belief in agency. 
I learned to overcome oppressive situations by relying on my agency on 
many occasions. One of the few protestants in a catholic school, I was bul-
lied for yet another reason: my sexual orientation.63 Enduring oppressive 

 
61 My social position as an immigrant has for sure affected this thesis project, albeit 
indirectly. ‘Thanks’ to the new migration law in Sweden and its infamous interpre-
tation by Migrationsverket, midway through my PhD project, I lost all and any 
source of ontological security whereby anxieties over remaining in Sweden, or at 
least finishing the PhD project, became unbearable. Existential anxieties that exces-
sively intertwine the private and the professional were consequently demoralising. 
62 We had studied together at AUB, at the bachelor level. 
63 The point of such disclosure is not to solicit sympathy, nor to console my psyche, 
but to reflexively demonstrate a personal affinity towards an agency-driven under-
standing of my life experiences. 
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relationships taught me a thing or two about mobilising agency and re-
sources to overcome them. Eventually, I learned how to turn oppression 
into opportunities by building on the enabling characteristics of structure 
and mobilising my strengths. This example attests to why Giddens’ social 
theory makes much sense to me personally. 

Undeniably, my admiration of Giddens’ social theory and my choice of 
basing this project on its premises extend far beyond personal reasons. The 
choice of structuration theory can be motivated by scholarly reasons, too. 
Despite the popularity of Giddens’ sociology in many academic disciplines, 
in the field of education, this perspective remains under-explored (Day Ash-
ley, 2010). Reconciling agency and structure (Shilling, 1992), a structu-
rationist perspective offers alternative ways to think about educational con-
cepts and goals, including critical consciousness, power relationships, and 
recursive processes (see Wheeler-Brooks, 2009) that are timely in late mo-
dernity.  

Another motive for using structuration theory is the participants' profile. 
Structuration theory best suits highly reflexive individuals who possess large 
volumes of capital (Inglis & Thorpe, 2012) and act towards social change 
in a context of socio-economic turbulence. That is the case since acts to-
wards social change are more meaningful in the context of continuity and 
structuration of social practices (Giddens, 1979). More so, sampling domi-
nant groups of people minimises possible influences by researchers on the 
opinions of participants (Siraj-Blatchfor & Siraj-Blatchfor, 1997); at least, 
I hoped so.  

Concerning researcher-participant relationships, there is more to say. The 
way a researcher interprets the accounts of participants is a minefield. As 
such, researchers must remain mindful of how they interpret “the experi-
ences of the subjects and of her or himself, and the ways in which study 
participants make meaning of their experiences” (Bourke, 2014, p. 2). A 
similar concern is also raised in social gerontology, where some researchers 
plead for the defence of the agency of older people by attributing to it a 
revolutionary nature, whereas to structure, they assign a conservative one 
(king & Calasanti, 2009). King and Calasanti warn that the latter affirms 
the political stances of researchers and does little to contribute to empirical 
and theoretical developments. In response, I remain cognisant and vigilant 
in how I interpret the agency and reflexivity of older people; that means 
attributing to this agency progressive and conservative potentials simulta-
neously. Accordingly, I labour to show that even actions that do not induce 
social change are reflexive nonetheless and to steer away, as much as 
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possible, from attributing to myself the position of someone who gauges 
other people’s reflexivity.64 In the following section, I describe my research 
design. 

Multi-methods research design 
The examination of educational concepts and aims is no easy task. As evi-
dent in previous chapters, but also from the publication of Dominique Kern 
(2018), educational concepts can be studied from different epistemological 
starting points. This lack of consensus mainly concerns researchers who em-
ploy various methods inter-paradigmatically. Here, the literature remains 
indecisive about whether such research is called multi-methods or mixed 
methods (see Anguera et al., 2018; cf. Johnson et al., 2007; see also Tashak-
kori & Teddlie, 2010), depending on when and if the integration of different 
methods is employed.  

A multi-methods approach to research design may be defined in diverse 
ways. It may often be confused with mixed methods, and justifiably so. To 
date, there exist different schools that either distinguish between multi- and 
mixed methods in a variety of ways or confuse them entirely: “the confusion 
surrounding multi-methods and mixed methods is not just terminological, 
or, […] conceptual, but is also related to methodological orientation, driven 
by personal preferences or field of research” (Anguera et al., 2018, p. 2760). 

However, in this thesis, I denote my research design on the project level, a 
multi-methods research design.  

My design uses the integration of methods on a project level. Since the 
project is driven by one overarching goal, “it uses a series of complementary 
methodologies, chosen according to a given criterion (we propose internal 
control)” (Anguera et al., 2018, p. 2765). Internal control is the researcher’s 
capability to decide when and if integration occurs, unlike mixed methods 
design, where integration is a must. Anguera and colleagues add that a 
multi-method study does not depend on a certain predominance of qualita-
tive or quantitative methods. This research design can also be characterised 
by many studies that address various research questions, which branch out 
from and tackle an overriding research goal, as in this thesis project. Com-
bining various data and employing different analytical methods, my thesis 
is an application of the multi-method research design, not least because the 

 
64 This issue remains one problematic function for researchers. A function that I 
grapple with throughout this project, in trying to understand rather than gauge 
learners’ consciousness.  
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different results in each study are, for one, interconnected and mutually il-
luminating (Kajamaa et al., 2020). However, when integrated, they also 
provide a solid basis for project-level inferences (Anguera et al., 2018), as I 
show in Chapter 8.  

A multi-methods design has its challenges. Bryman (2012) highlights 
some of these challenges and notes that each method has a different episte-
mological position on how social life should be studied. He adds that the 
qualitative and quantitative methods are often seen as irreconcilable para-
digms, and any integration of both is superficial and limited to one para-
digm. That said, there are, nevertheless, good reasons to use a combination 
of methods. 

I use qualitative and quantitative methods to analyse qualitative and 
quantitative data at the project level. Each article is designed with a single 
methods technique; the four articles use a mix of documents, a survey, and 
semi-structured interview data. Compared to using a single-method ap-
proach on the project level, my design permits a more nuanced understand-
ing of certain phenomena (Kajamaa et al., 2020) by treating educational 
concepts from different disciplinary perspectives: philosophical, sociologi-
cal, and psychological.  

The methodological diversity in this thesis has additional usefulness. An 
empirical examination of learning philosophies is thorough when it tackles 
different research questions with different methodological tools and re-
sponds to similar research questions using different angles and analytical 
techniques. Such is the case when investigating the educational aims of em-
powerment and emancipation in the context of liberal arts education and 
educational institutions for older people. Besides answering different re-
search questions, a multi-methods design reaches a broader audience. Edu-
cational gerontology is an interdisciplinary field that may gather scholars 
from different research paradigms. In order to reach out to as many scholars 
as possible, it is essential to speak to them in their language. Some of them 
are “persuaded by statistics … [others] are persuaded by the qualitative el-
ement” (Kajamaa et al., 2020, p. 3) of experience and stories. 

There are also benefits to including quantitative methods in a PhD thesis, 
including mine. That is because many critical educational scholars tackle 
educational issues using qualitative approaches. Doing that, they often ex-
clude mathematical and statistical techniques from their educational re-
search and focus on historical analysis, ethnography, discourse analysis, and 
narrative inquiry techniques (Ferrare, 2009). While these methods are 
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fundamental in answering specific questions, quantitative methods could 
contribute their fair share of insights. 

A recent systematic review investigating empirical research on university 
programmes for older people in Europe reflects a growing interest in quan-
titative methods. Menéndez and colleagues (2018) report that quantitative 
methods are usually employed to evaluate these educational programmes. 
However, they recommend considering in future works “a more pluralistic 
sample composition (including multiple informants), the incorporation of 
qualitative approaches to analysis, a more frequent use of standardized 
scales and multivariate analysis, and a diversification of goals and areas of 
research” (p. 605). A recommendation that this thesis implements.  

Meanwhile, a different trend is observed in the general field of adult ed-
ucation. Fejes and Nylander (2019) note that top-cited works in adult edu-
cation follow a qualitative research design, and Boeren (2018) confirms it. 
Moreover, Boeren contends that adult education scholars have become 
methodologically one-sided in favour of qualitative methods. These conclu-
sions and contentions certainly influence my choice of a multi-methods re-
search design, which application in this thesis requires the clarification of 
older age. 

Framing and defining older age 
In Chapter 2, I sketch a profile of the average older learner. In this section, 
I grapple with the complex nature and definitions of older age, for they are 
of ontological and methodological significance to a complex research de-
sign. 

This thesis echoes a culturalist critique in social gerontology and recog-
nises that modern societies are characterised by different life phases.65 These 
differentiations concern childhood, adulthood, and older age. Meanwhile, 
longevity and increased interest in research on older adults encourage the 
division of older age into young-old and old-old, also known as the third 
and fourth age, respectively (Settersten & Godlewski, 2016). While these 
terms could fit within artificial chronological brackets (Glendenning, 2001), 
there is a consensus, which this thesis accepts, that third agers are those over 
50 years old, but others also consider the retirement age as an indication of 
the start of the third age.  

 
65 This culturalist critique is a part of what is known as the cultural turn in geron-
tology (Gilleard & Higgs, 2015). 
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The third age is also known as mature adulthood in some adult education 
literature. This phase is characterised by changes in the perception of life 
and one’s remaining time. Although there is no specific age for what Illeris 
(2007 in 2014) calls the ‘life turn’, this turn can happen anywhere between 
45 and 65 and entails the realisation that “the remaining lifetime is not un-
limited” (p. 90). Mature adulthood lasts until the fourth age, when older 
individuals experience a significant decrease in agency.66 

Nowadays, retirement takes place in increasingly detraditionalized con-
texts and is a reflexive experience. Older people knitting in their living 
rooms around their grandchildren, watching television all day, or playing 
Bingo are not the only retirement scenarios.67 Considering the many ways 
to lead one’s retirement, reflexivity on modern social life manifests itself “in 
the fact that social practices are constantly examined and reformed in the 
light of incoming information about those very practices, thus constitutively 
altering their character” (Giddens, 1991, p. 38). Reflexivity in retirement 
can occur since retirement's main challenge is no longer escaping poverty.68 
It is instead “about sustaining a legitimate consumer lifestyle equal to those 
lived at other, earlier age” (Higgs & Gilleard, 2006a, p. 222). Consumption 
is key to retirement in late modernity, including education in later life. 

Having acquired unprecedented levels of agency than in previous gener-
ations (Higgs & Gilleard, 2006b) and amidst increasing detraditionalization 
of social roles, older people (at least as a heterogeneous group of people) 
acquire strategic societal positions. They can now liberate themselves from 
the oppression and normativity of preassigned identities and communities 
(Gilleard & Higgs, 2015). Against the availability of so many options, older 
people experiencing the ‘life turn’ make identity-defining (also identity-in-
spired) choices in a context of increasing indeterminacy, reflexivity, and flu-
idity. Learning is naturally one of these choices and is intimately connected 
to individuals’ identity and consumption patterns. Whether the life turn 
happens brutally or gradually, it certainly sets the stage for transformative 

 
66 However, individuals in their fourth age are also capable of learning (see Inge-
brand et al., 2021). 
67 Here, my position is that these traditional scenarios are only options, arguably 
equal in value to other options, as long as they are chosen by, as opposed to being 
imposed on, older people.  
68 I am very aware that this claim raises concerns, not least over its generalisability. 
However, with older learners, in non-formal educational settings, it is for sure more 
easily applicable.  
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learning (Illeris, 2014b). The kind of learning that drives changes in identity 
and contributes to the reflexive project of the self. 

In the context of ageing in late modernity, reflexivity is at the heart of 
agency and civic and social participation, which are desired learning out-
comes and essential to self-actualisation, empowerment, and emancipation. 
These outcomes are even needed in times of uncertainty and risk.69;70 Ed-
wards and colleagues (2002) argue that the development of reflexivity is 
more consonant with civic participation and the notion of agents autono-
mously generating change for themselves. According to the authors, “to en-
gage with the (dis)locations associated with change processes, learning itself 
needs to become reflexive, to be part of the ‘life politics’ of individuals, or-
ganizations and societies” (p. 527). By engaging with life politics, learners 
commit to self- and social questioning to make sense of the rapid changes 
and uncertainties they experience, and it follows that opportunities for 
change may arise. Envisaging older age in this way allows for a better un-
derstanding of how this thesis defines older people/learners in the following 
two datasets. 

Dataset A: University for seniors in Lebanon 
In line with a multi-methods research design, the data used in this thesis has 
varying characters. Apart from the data used in Article 1, consisting of the 
publications on the statements of educational gerontology principles, my 
thesis builds on two primary datasets.71 The first dataset was collected at 
the university for seniors (UfS) in Beirut, Lebanon. Before presenting edu-
cational institutions for older people like the UfS, I offer an overview of the 
socio-political and geographical context of Lebanon, where the UfS is lo-
cated. This context plays a significant role in shaping the findings of two of 
the thesis’s articles.  

Lebanon: Once upon a time 
Lebanon is an east-Mediterranean nation, a founding member of the United 
Nations and the Arab League. It has survived many difficulties but faces 
existential threats like never before in its modern history. 

 
69 See a critique of this concept in Fejes and Dahlstedt (2013), where reflexivity is 
considered as a technology of self-governance, akin to confession.  
70 See Bjursell’s (2020) take on reflexivity and dissonance in older adult learning 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
71 These publications are presented in Chapter 3. 
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The Lebanese people have encountered the rule and influence of so many 
different rules, including Arabic conquests, Ottoman rule, and a French 
mandate (protectorate) that lasted until the country’s independence in 1943. 
Lebanon’s population counts around 4.5 million individuals who belong to 
18 distinct cultures and religious sects (Chahine & Sibai, 2019). However, 
the blessings of social and cultural diversity, one of the main reasons for 
Lebanon’s existence, would turn into a 15-year-long civil war from 1975-
1990. A war ending on shaky grounds would mark Lebanon's current so-
cio-political context, subsequently, that of its older residents. 

The current generation of older people in Lebanon witnessed the golden 
days of Lebanon.72 Back then, Lebanon’s banking secrecy attracted oil rev-
enues from the then-newly affluent Gulf states. In its golden days before the 
civil war, Lebanon offered a laissez-faire capitalistic economic model that 
provided various financial services for Gulf and wealthy Egyptian business-
people. In addition, it allowed the development of suitable infrastructures 
for economic development in the education, agricultural, industrial, and ser-
vice sectors (Rowley, 1989). These memories remain vivid in this generation 
of older people's nostalgia yet find no echo in today’s Lebanon. 

Lebanon’s population is ageing. It is estimated that by 2025, older adults 
in Lebanon will form 10.2% of the general population (Sibai et al., 2012). 
This demographic shift is due to youth migration, healthier and longer-liv-
ing older adults, and low fertility rates (Abdulrahim et al., 2015). Besides 
youth economic migration, the population greying in Lebanon is exacer-
bated by the voluntary repatriation of older people returning to Lebanon 
for retirement (Sibai et al., 2014). Having lived through Lebanon’s golden 
days, current older Lebanese have either survived a vicious and divisive civil 
war or have immigrated, escaped its atrocities, and later repatriated. 

Currently, Lebanon is far from ready to deal with the implications of 
population ageing (Chahine & Sibai, 2019). Ever since 1990, the political 
elite has failed to address the interests of older people. As one result, older 
Lebanese live in a society where ageism is stark (El Bcheraoui et al., 2015) 
and suffer the implications of a total absence of suitable ageing policies and 
pension plans (Sibai et al., 2015). Moreover, a few ageist policies disturb 
the observed silence on age-related policymaking (Sibai et al., 2004). For 

 
72 Citing Mannheim’s understanding of the word generation, Schmidt-Hertha (2015) 
postulates that “only shared experiences of socialization can create a sense of a com-
mon ground, of belonging to one generation based on specific values, attitudes, and 
patterns of interpretation” (p. 146). 
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example, the national social security fund (Caisse Nationale de Sécurité So-
ciale) that covers most employees in the private sector automatically ceases 
upon retirement when it is most needed (Doumit & Nasser, 2010). To sum 
up, the social and financial safety net for older adults in Lebanon has been 
chronically weak since the end of the civil war, but it deteriorated even fur-
ther in the year 2019, turning into a full-fledged crisis.73 

On August 4, 2020, a horrific explosion at the Beirut port led to 190 
casualties and 6,500 injuries, damaging the residences of around 300,000 
citizens (Ghantous, 2020). As of the autumn of 2019, news from Lebanon 
reported on several crises, including the COVID-19 pandemic, power black-
outs, sharp inflation, fuel and food shortages, demonstrations, riots, and 
casualties at gas stations and elsewhere. Major structural inequalities accu-
mulated from the actions as well as inactions of the Lebanese political elite 
(Nuwayhed & Zurayk, 2019) up to the point where most Lebanese, includ-
ing a sizeable portion of older adults, have scarce access to basic amenities 
such as electricity, fuel, and internet (ILO, 2020). The country is on the 
verge of a historic breakdown (Ghaziri & Yacoubian, 2021). 

No doubt that the majority of the Lebanese people are affected by this 
doomsday scenario. However, older adults are particularly vulnerable to 
these existential, social, and economic challenges (Abdelrahim et al., 2015; 
ILO, 2020). An exacerbated vulnerability by illegal capital control (Bitar, 
2021) threatens the lifestyle and wellbeing of older Lebanese and puts them 
at risk of poverty. They no longer have access to their hard-earned life sav-
ings.  

When global policies on ageing promote lifelong learning and adult edu-
cation for improving the socio-economic conditions of older people, policy 
on and implementation of (older) adult education in Lebanon remains less 
than mediocre. UNESCO’s (2022a) fifth global report mentions that Leba-
non is reluctant to implement policy work on adult education because of 
socio-political instability and a lack of financial resources. This political re-
luctance certainly takes its toll on the public provision of older adult educa-
tion in the country and precipitates private educational initiatives. Despite 

 
73 Here, crisis is defined as conflict, unrest, and revolution (Koselleck & Richter, 
2006). 
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all this, many older people continue learning at the university for seniors, 
the only fully dedicated university for the third age in Lebanon.74 

Universities for the third age: An overview 
Varying institutions offer diverse educational opportunities for people in 
their third age. These are called universities for the third age (U3As), like 
the UfS, Learning in Retirement Institutes, Lifelong Learning Institutes and 
Elderhostels (Findsen & Formosa, 2011). 

I start with a brief history of the third age learning movement. Conceiv-
ably, third-age learning could be traced to the development of the ‘Univer-
sité du Troisième Âge,’ the French for university for the third age. The first 
of its kind was established in Toulouse, France, in 1973 (Glendenning, 
2001; Vellas, 2019). François Vellas founded what is now known as the 
francophone or French model of U3As, which in turn inspired other models. 
This model aimed to gather retired individuals in active political groups over 
summer courses.  

Eventually, U3As developed under two main models: French and British 
(Hori & Cusack, 2006). What is common to these models is the belief that 
education for older people should steer away from certifications and quali-
fications (Vellas, 2019). Otherwise, the two models differ in their affiliation 
with higher educational institutions, research inclinations, lobbying, and of-
ficial recognition of U3As. Following the British model, teachers and stu-
dents are equally levelled since all members can assume one or both posi-
tions. There, membership consists of retired experts from all fields of 
knowledge who can engage in research activities and indulge in the self-help 
ideal of the British U3A. The French model is, however, more academic. It 
usually is connected to a higher-education institution or township. In addi-
tion, it offers educational content that is focused on arts and humanities, 
offered through contracted courses (Swindell & Thompson, 1995). From 
these two models, hybrid models branched out.  

Hybrid models that draw on the French and British original models were 
eventually formed. The newly formed models can be found in North Amer-
ica, where U3As are referred to as Learning in Retirement Institutes (Swin-
dell & Thompson, 1995) or even Lifelong Learning Institutes, for instance, 

 
74 Other private universities in Lebanon harbour continuing education centres, 
which are open to people of all ages. For example, Saint Joseph University (French-
speaking) runs its université pour tous, which provides learners of all ages with lib-
eral arts non-formal quality education.  
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the famous Osher Lifelong Learning Institutes. They are also found else-
where since the U3A movement became a global one. It reached all the cor-
ners of the world, Australia, New Zealand, China, Japan, continental, 
Northern, and Southern Europe, South America, and the Middle East. Re-
cent works show that these educational centres are well established in Eu-
rope and Asia-Pacific regions (Findsen et al., 2022; Formosa, 2019). U3As 
are found in developing and developed nations and share a relatively com-
mon mission: to satisfy older adults' interests and learning needs so they 
remain productive and active contributors in their communities (Mehrotra, 
2003). This liberal mission has implications for the type and nature of learn-
ing at educational institutions for older people. 

Third age learning predominantly entails liberal arts education for older 
people (Findsen & Formosa, 2011). This type of learning is defined as non-
formal non-vocational; it is the opposite of vocational adult education 
(Manninen, 2017). Liberal arts education is aimed at self-fulfilment and is 
achieved through courses in arts, modern languages, philosophy, crafts, 
sports, and sciences (Rogers, 1996). In addition, courses, educational field 
trips, and social events cover basic and advanced forms of knowledge. These 
educational activities could be organised in the form of face-to-face lectures 
and study groups (Hachem et al., 2017), but also online and blended learn-
ing is used (Swindell, 2002; Swindell et al., 2011), not least in the wake of 
the Covid-19 pandemic (Talmage et al., 2020) to combat social isolation. 
This model of hybrid educational provision became the de-facto model at 
the university for seniors in Lebanon. 

The university for seniors  
The university for seniors in Lebanon can be compared to the Swedish uni-
versity-affiliated Seniorsuniversitet.75 Interest in starting the university for 
seniors (UfS) sparked efforts as early as 2008 when two professors from the 
American University of Beirut (AUB) based their intention to start a U3A 
on a feasibility study and field visits to North American U3As. Eventually, 
efforts led to the inauguration of UfS in 2010, which celebrated its 10th an-
niversary in 2020. Membership at UfS is open to older adults aged 50+. 
Over seven years, UfS recruited around 800 unique members who paid a 
membership fee of around 200 USD for an academic term of 3 months 

 
75 For an illustrative example of Swedish U3As, see Bjursell (2019a). 
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(Hachem et al., 2017).76 Predominantly, members at the UfS are female, 
mobile, and belong to the middle and upper classes, with university degrees, 
and reside in Beirut or its vicinity (Chahine & Sibai, 2019). Furthermore, 
the registration process has been entirely online since 2015 (Hachem et al., 
2017), which is convenient for older learners at UfS who possess sufficient 
computer skills. 

Different curricula with different subjects and topics are offered in the 
fall and spring terms. They span health, culture, humanities, economics, 
basic sciences, and arts. In addition, biographical approaches to learning, 
such as memoir-writing and oral history classes, are offered along different 
teaching modalities like study groups, lectures, mini-courses, reading events, 
intergenerational activities, cultural trips, evenings with experts, special in-
terest groups and book clubs (Chahine & Sibai, 2019; Hachem et al., 2017), 
and more recently intergenerational art exhibitions. In its profile and prac-
tices, UfS resembles the French model and the university-based lifelong 
learning institutes in North America. 

Teachers at UfS are unpaid. Instead, expert volunteers are recruited to 
lead lectures and group studies. They usually fit the profile of university 
scholars and staff, other members of UfS (peer learning), professional ex-
perts in their domain and high-profile figures such as ambassadors and pol-
iticians. Teachers can choose their teaching methodology, but lecturing re-
mains widely used. Learners are invited to respect a class protocol, a docu-
ment provided by UfS to ensure proper class management (Hachem et al., 
2017). As of September 2020, UfS moved its activities online and conducted 
courses and social events (house parties) on Zoom. Starting with the fall 
term of 2022, UfS offers hybrid modalities of participation.  

Data collection 
Data on the university for seniors in Lebanon, intended for the second and 
third articles of my thesis, was collected online with members of the UfS. In 
my data collection, I opt for an online survey knowing that such an ap-
proach is reliable, especially among individuals, such as UfS members, who 

 
76 Against the backdrop of inflation and the deteriorating socio-economic conditions 
of older people in Lebanon, the UfS reduced its fees for local older residents to the 
equivalent of USD13 in local currency. For oversees nationals, the fee increased to 
USD300.   
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possess sufficient internet literacy to navigate an online survey and sit for 
online interviews.77  

My online data collection necessitated help from the UfS administration, 
and it occurred over many steps. First, the UfS administration emailed all 
UfS current and previous members. This email gauged the willingness of 
members to participate in my research project. Whoever consented to re-
ceive further information was included in a list managed by administrators 
at UfS. Second and two weeks after UfS’ email was sent, a final list of email 
addresses was generated. These emails belonged to current and previous 
members who did not object to receiving an invitation to participate in my 
research project.  

With the help of technicians at the American University of Beirut, in June 
2020, I uploaded UfS’ email list to an online survey software called ‘Lime 
Survey’ in line with the Institutional Review Board (IRB) guidelines. Ac-
cording to the IRB at that university, Lime Survey safeguards ethical issues 
since it is used as a central software for all surveys on campus. Four weeks 
after the first invitation email was sent, and one reminder later, 40 older 
learners completed the online survey. Of the 40 participants, 29 were inter-
ested in the online interview. 

Zooming in on participants' interviews provides rich insights into con-
ducting online interviews in times of severe crisis. Having found that 29 
participants showed readiness to sit for an interview, I contacted them for 
that purpose. Of the 29, 11 participants replied, and after that, appoint-
ments were made with them. I started with an initial interview.78 Since it 
went well, it was included in the dataset. Little did I know that I would be 
interviewing older learners who had recently endured the Beirut blast. At 
the beginning of each interview, I introduced myself and the study and re-
cited participants’ rights to skip a question, stop the interview, and freely 
drop out of the study at any point.79 Then, I chatted with them. I inquired 
about their mental state, losses in the explosion's aftermath, and how they 

 
77 In this project, the survey’s function is limited to recruiting interview participants. 
Data in relation to the survey has not been analysed within the scope of this PhD 
project.  
78 See Appendix for a list of interview questions used in data collection for Articles 
2 and 3. 
79 I was inspired by the works of Archibald and colleagues (2019) and Lobe and 
colleagues (2020). The two studies provide insightful knowledge on conducting 
online interviews, but also important issues to consider when doing that.  
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endure and cope with the ongoing socio-economic and political crises. Some 
of them were slightly injured, but their homes suffered substantial damage.80 
Some meetings took place despite the tragedy, reflecting participants’ deter-
mination to move on, even if a brief time has barely separated them from 
the blast. A few meetings were delayed a week or two but took place despite 
the odds. 

Having explored my social positions above, I remind readers that the in-
terviews were enabled by the ability to connect with the interviewees. We 
connected partly because the crisis affected us all and because I am genu-
inely interested in listening to their perspectives about the crisis and their 
ways of dealing with it. This intimate connection was already established 
before the recording started and before they chose a nickname with which 
I would address them to ensure their anonymity. The online meetings took 
place over Zoom. 

During the pandemic, Zoom became the software of choice for many 
teachers, researchers, and learners. Zoom, a video-conferencing software, is 
now used extensively in research (Archibald et al., 2019) for online inter-
view data collection. Zoom has already been used at UfS since the admin-
istration decided to move its educational offerings online to reduce the 
spread of the COVID-19 virus among its members. Even participants who 
were no longer current members at UfS found Zoom easy to navigate on 
the interview date. Zoom is affordable, easy to use, and relatively safe, en-
abling me to have intimate and emphatic meetings with the participants. 
Despite the odds and assumptions that online conferencing might encounter 
many drawbacks (see Archibald et al., 2019), my experience with Zoom 
was very satisfactory.  

Dataset B: BeLL project 
The other dataset I use is a quantitative secondary and large dataset col-
lected by the BeLL project, which the German Institute for Adult Education 
coordinated almost a decade ago. This dataset was analysed to answer the 
research questions of my fourth article, where I collaborated with Professor 
Jyri Manninen from the University of Eastern Finland.  

BeLL project and this thesis share common interests that motivate this 
research collaboration. BeLL project investigates the benefits of 

 
80 Some participants had covered their broken windows with plastic and were wait-
ing for new windows to be installed. Others lost loved ones and friends. However, 
none of the interviewees lost a direct family member. 
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participation as they are experienced by adults who attended non-formal, 
non-vocational, voluntary adult education, including liberal adult educa-
tion.81 The European Commission funded the project within the Lifelong 
Learning Programme (Studies and Comparative Research, KA1). From No-
vember 2011 to January 2014, a consortium representing 10 European 
states (Czech Republic, Germany, Finland, England and Wales, Italy, Ro-
mania, Serbia, Slovenia, Spain, Switzerland, and Serbia) carried out research 
on the wider benefits of liberal adult education (see Manninen et al., 2014). 

Branching out of earlier studies on the wider vocational benefits of life-
long learning, BeLL researchers extend the concept of wider benefits to in-
clude non-vocational liberal arts education. So naturally, Professor Man-
ninen and I saw an opportunity to examine the empowering benefits of lib-
eral arts education among a large sample of older people in several Euro-
pean countries. 

The wider benefits concept constitutes a mix of individual and societal 
benefits associated with the learning experience. As such, wider benefits of 
learning can be used to analyse the contribution of learning to the wellbeing 
of individuals and societies (Desjardins, 2008). Manninen and colleagues 
(2014) conceptualise these benefits as (1) social non-monetary benefits, such 
as trust, social cohesion, political stability, and democracy, and (2) personal 
non-monetary benefits, such as the value of learning, health, life satisfac-
tion, and family life.  

Assessing the wider benefits of lifelong learning requires a complex set of 
instruments. To address this issue, BeLL researchers referred to parts, i.e., 
questions, from valid psychometric instruments and combined them into 
one survey addressing a convenience sample of active adult learners in ten 
European countries. They collected 8,646 responses and conducted 82 par-
ticipant interviews to address additional qualitative research questions.82 
Article 4 builds exclusively on second-hand quantitative data from the BeLL 
project. 

Methodologies 
In order to successfully serve a multi-methods research design with qualita-
tive and quantitative datasets, I use a bouquet of analytical methods. These 
include the framework approach to qualitative content analysis, deductive 

 
81 For a genealogical analysis of non-formal non-vocational education see Manninen 
(2017). 
82 For more information on the BeLL project, see Manninen and colleagues (2014). 
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reflexive thematic analyses, in addition to exploratory and associational sta-
tistical techniques. 

Article 1: The framework approach 
The first article consists of a theoretical examination of the principles of 
educational gerontology across three different statements. The statements 
are found in documents (one peer-reviewed journal article and two book 
chapters) consisting of an open dialogue between humanist and critical 
scholars whose assertions coincided on a few occasions and opposed on 
many others. 

My examination of the principles’ documents relies on a qualitative 
framework approach to document analysis. Document analysis is “a sys-
tematic procedure for reviewing or evaluating documents” (Bowen, 2009, 
p. 27). Approaching the debate around central questions in educational ger-
ontology requires a systematic approach. This approach is needed to remain 
‘impartial’ towards the different learning philosophies because my analysis 
would not favour one over the other. Instead, it would tackle problematic 
issues on both sides by taking the same distance from the learning philoso-
phies in question. The analysis of the three documents' is valuable in track-
ing the development of these principles over time (Bowen, 2009); one of the 
benefits of using document analysis is the ability to find common themes 
and patterns within the three statements.  

I use the framework approach to document analysis to depict instances 
where the statements agree or disagree (Bryman, 2012). An approach that 
relatively tries to mimic a certain neutrality, which is for sure not entirely 
warranted. Bonello and Meehan (2019) define this approach in educational 
research as “a hierarchical thematic framework that is used to classify and 
organise data according to key themes, concepts, and emergent categories. 
It identifies a series of main themes subdivided by a succession of related 
subtopics” (p. 484). With the help of the framework approach, I identify 
five overarching themes around which the critical/humanist debate revolves. 
Then, inside a matrix, I define and classify five themes relating to teachers’ 
roles, older people’s profiles, the goals, and rationales for learning in older 
age, and philosophical questions about learning. Under each theme in the 
matrix, I group different assumptions on the same row to locate, examine 
and compare formulations of interest within the different versions of the 
statements of principles and the learning philosophies in older age.  

The framework approach also facilitates a twofold examination of the 
learning philosophies from a complementary visual perspective. For one, I 
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scrutinise each learning philosophy for internal inconsistencies. By that, I 
mean looking for assumptions categorised under an overarching theme con-
tradicting other claims coded under the same or other themes within one 
learning philosophy. Besides probing for inconsistencies within learning 
philosophies, I compare coded assumptions sorted under the same themes 
but in different learning philosophies. In one way, this methodology paved 
the way for the identification of problematic assumptions and their subse-
quent validation using other qualitative and quantitative methodological 
techniques.  

Articles 2 and 3: Deductive reflexive thematic analyses 
In addition to the framework approach to qualitative content analysis, re-
flexive thematic analysis is the second type of qualitative analysis hugely 
popularised, not least in the works of Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke 
(2006; 2019; 2021a; 2021b). 

Reflexive thematic analysis (RTA) was further developed as a spinoff 
from a highly cited article on thematic analysis authored by Braun and 
Clarke (2006). Despite the sweeping welcome of their work, the authors 
object that their concept was widely misunderstood, if not misused. They 
reflect upon and eventually unpack their reflexive thematic analysis in more 
recent works (Braun & Clarke, 2019; 2021a; 2021b). Works that soon 
enough inspired scholarly applications of RTA (see Byrne, 2022; Trainor & 
Bundon, 2021), including mine in this thesis. 

As an analytical method, thematic analyses serve qualitative research in 
three forms. Each subscribes to a certain epistemology. A typology of the-
matic analyses consists of a coding reliability thematic analysis, codebook 
thematic analysis and RTA (Braun & Clarke, 2021a).83 Therefore, RTA is 
a distinctive methodology from positivistic qualitative content analysis, dis-
course analysis, interpretative phenomenological analysis, and grounded 
theory (Braun & Clarke, 2021b), albeit they may all share a few character-
istics. RTA  

captures approaches that fully embrace qualitative research values and the 
subjective skills the researcher brings to the process – a research team is not 

 
83 Coding reliability thematic analysis is a positivistic analytical technique that relies 
on inter-rater reliability (K), which is a calculated measure indicating the degree of 
reliability and the extent of reproducibility of generated themes. A codebook the-
matic analysis is no other than the framework approach developed in the previous 
section.  
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required or even desirable for quality. Analysis, which can be more inductive 
or more theoretical/deductive, is a situated interpretative reflexive process. 
Coding is open and organic, with no use of any coding framework. Themes 
should be the final ‘outcome’ of data coding and iterative theme develop-
ment. (Braun & Clarke, 2021a, pp. 333-334) 

RTA is a rather complex analytical technique. It cannot be conducted in 
a theoretical vacuum. Instead, it is theoretically flexible and allows using 
one or more theories suited for critical orientations in qualitative research 
(Braun & Clarke, 2021a). An advantage that is particularly useful for this 
theoretically loaded research project. RTA is highly interpretative and does 
not stop at descriptive or summative functions. It relies on the distinction 
between codes and themes in knowledge production. It conceives of codes 
as “entities that capture (at least) one observation, display (usually just) one 
fact” and of themes as “multi-faceted crystals – they capture multiple ob-
servations or facets” (p. 13) – a second valuable characteristic in the case 
where generated themes are interconnected rather than independent. 

A set of six analytical steps contribute to a proper application of RTA. 
Byrne (2021), as well as Trainor and Bundon (2021), provide pertinent ex-
amples of the implementation of these steps. These include familiarising 
oneself with data, generating initial codes, generating themes, reviewing po-
tential themes, defining, and naming themes, and reporting findings. Arti-
cles 2 and 3 follow theoretically oriented deductive and critical analyses us-
ing the NVivo software. 

Article 4: Exploratory and associational statistics 
In Article 4, I opt for a non-experimental quantitative methodology. This 
research includes survey research, observation, and analysis of existing da-
tasets (Muijs, 2011). It is considered a flexible type of research that de-
scribes a particular situation and reports on relationships between variables 
that reflect opinions and feelings about particular issues. I reuse a big data 
survey from the BeLL project in this study. 

Using secondary data is not common in social sciences (Boeren, 2018), 
and analysing big second-hand data comes with its own set of challenges. 
The first challenge I encountered was a theoretical one. The BeLL project 
was initially designed for different – but also similar – aims. BeLL conceives 
benefits in capital gains (identity and social), while, in this thesis project, I 
conceive them in terms of power/resources (agency and social participa-
tion). After careful consideration, I decided that BeLL’s notion of capital 
and my interest in empowerment may converge. Subsequently, BeLL’s data 
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proves relevant to the general aim of this thesis and the specific research 
questions in Article 4, which aims at validating the empowering benefits of 
liberal arts education among older people.  

Having established a theoretical bridge between the two projects, I 
moved to solve the second challenge. The next challenge is finding a suitable 
series of statistical manoeuvres to investigate empowerment as an ‘outcome’ 
of liberal arts education. By focusing on identity and social capital, I selected 
from the BeLL survey questions on psychometric and behaviour-related var-
iables. These questions covered the following constructs: locus of control, a 
sense of purpose in life, self-efficacy, civic and social engagement, trust, tol-
erance, and social networks. Later, a factor analysis of the selected 18 ques-
tions was conducted to guarantee internal reliability. The factor analysis 
results indicated that two questions had to be excluded for low factor load-
ing (or simply because they do not contribute to the identified constructs). 
I ended up with 16 questions, equally divided between two separate con-
structs: Agency (akin to intrapersonal empowerment) and Social and Civic 
Participation (akin to interpersonal and behavioural empowerment).84 

In addition to factor analysis, I use other statistical techniques to establish 
correlations and associations between different variables. First, factor anal-
ysis (FA) is a statistical technique used to “examine the inter-correlations 
that exist between a large number of items (questionnaire responses) and in 
doing so reduces the items into smaller groups, known as factors” (Hooper, 
2012, p. 1). In its exploratory format, it allows researchers to look for un-
derlying dimensions which exist in a dataset. For example, agency and so-
cial and civic participation are two dimensions I developed based on the 
different grouping of questions under the dimensions of agency and civic 
and social participation. Even if the factor loadings are suitable, the catego-
risation must make sense theoretically. To this end, the factor analysis 
helped in conceptualising two empowering outcomes to liberal art educa-
tion and then examining variances in these outcomes with demographic and 
other behavioural variables. 

I used a One-way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) to do that. ANOVA is 
a statistical technique that allows a comparison of the association of sepa-
rate groups (gender, level of education, age group and others) with the out-
comes of learning, i.e., agency and social and civic participation. ANOVA 
compares the means of one or more groups for one independent variable 
(Ross & Willson, 2017). For instance, this technique helps check whether 

 
84 Revisit Chapter 4 for a description of these concepts. 
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men in the BeLL sample experience more agency than women after engaging 
in liberal arts education. However, I use multiple regression analysis to 
study the interaction between variables that could predict other variables.  

Regression analysis is a complex technique that prerequires the satisfac-
tion of many statistical assumptions regarding the data. It is a set of statis-
tical techniques that allow researchers to assess relationships between one 
dependent variable and many independent variables. The relationships that 
a regression analysis looks at can be either associational or predictive 
(Tabachnik & Fidell, 2014). This analysis often reveals prediction relation-
ships among variables but does not necessarily imply causality. For instance, 
in Article 4, I examine the predictability of social and civic participation 
from many variables such as gender, age group, and agency. At no point do 
I claim that any of these three variables causes social and civic participation, 
but rather the existence of one implies the existence of another variable.85 
The aforementioned statistical techniques were performed using SPSS 20, a 
popular and user-friendly software for statistical analysis. 

Context: Particularity in the universal 
The context in dealing with central educational questions is crucial and war-
rants discussion. Two articles examine the context of U3As in Lebanon, 
whereas a third article examines liberal arts courses for older people in 10 
European countries. One last article examines predominantly Anglo-Saxon 
visions of older adult education. Therefore, the context in this project em-
beds elements of time and space: geography, culture, socio-political context, 
and research settings. I integrate several elements in my brief discussion be-
low, considering the particularity and universality of context. 

Time and space are influential factors in formulating the principles of 
educational gerontology and the learning philosophies they embed. The 
principles of educational gerontology represent western ideals (notably An-
glo-Saxon) in prescribing and describing older adult education. Works that 
emerged from the USA, the UK, Australia and, more recently, Malta are 
foundational to educational gerontology. However, the currently globalised 
field of educational gerontology leaves room for underexplored Arab per-
spectives on older adult education, not least the one coming from Lebanon's 
tiny but culturally open nation. Therefore, the particular case of older adult 
education in Lebanon and its universal implications on the field may be as 

 
85 Establishing causality requires mediation and moderation analyses with which I 
do not engage in Article 4. 
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significant as other perspectives from the east or the west. Parallel to inter-
contextual differences, differences within one context might exist, neverthe-
less. 

Despite particularities in contexts, there is a loud empirical consensus 
around the reasons for learning in older age and the outcomes of such learn-
ing. Even more, Brady and colleagues (2013) note similarities in the modus 
operandi of educational institutions for older people when comparing edu-
cation institutes in North America, namely OLLIs with U3As.86 This com-
parability touches on course offerings and extends to the exclusion of mar-
ginalised groups, which these centres often exacerbate. Albeit, marginalised 
groups' profiles can also differ with context.  

Ironically, Lebanon does not necessarily mirror the societal features of 
the rest of the Arab world. For instance, it is almost unheard of that a U3A 
in other Arab countries would tackle taboos like socio-political change, 
emancipation, and freedom in the same way UfS does, even if indirectly. 
That said, the case of UfS shares interesting elements with lifelong learning 
institutes operating in the west, particularly in the USA. UfS was established 
in a university that offers American liberal arts education that follows a 
humanistic and academic north American model of U3As (remarkably sim-
ilar to American OLLIs). Consequently, UfS’ educational values replicate 
the western American academic ideals at play in the host American Univer-
sity of Beirut, yet with an Arab cultural twist.87 

Another feature of the case of the UfS in Lebanon that makes it particular 
and universal at the same time is the state of crisis the nation is undergoing 
and the implications for older adult education in late modernity. Narratives 
of crisis, risk and uncertainties are no longer exclusive to news reporting in 
developing countries. The Covid-19 pandemic, the war on Ukraine, and the 
energy, food, and climate crises are all signs that the entire world will have 
to deal with crises more often and in places that have been far more stable 
until now. With its own set of crises, Lebanon offers a live scenario of the 
significance of older adult education to older people who endure dire con-
ditions.  

 
86 OLLIs are Osher Lifelong Learning Institutes. 
87 AUB was founded in 1862 by the reverend Daniel Bliss along with other American 
Protestant missionaries. Then, they aimed to attract and co-opt the local population 
of Lebanon to American Protestantism through education and to train leaders for 
society (Bertelsen, 2012). 
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Even in times of peace, managing risk and preserving ontological security 
is a critical feature of late modernity that requires reflexivity on the part of 
agents and institutions everywhere in the world, not only in Lebanon. Most 
significant is the weight given to agency in addressing complex social struc-
tures that affect the local and the global alike. Seeing all that, I speculate 
that this project on older adult education reflects a certain universality that 
I explore from a particular case. An otherwise underexplored case that can 
advance our understanding of the field one step further.  

Examining learning philosophies: Practices and ideals 
Engaging with learning philosophies as well as educational concepts and 
aims is rather an unfinishable project. It demands a certain finesse in con-
ceiving critique and in setting its aims. I do precisely that in this section. 

Philosophies and theories of adult learning and education share standard 
features in that they all answer central educational questions. For example, 
Tisdell and Taylor (2000) describe these questions as the following: (1) 
What is the purpose of education? (2) What is the role of the adult educator? 
(3) What is the role of adult learners in the classroom? (4) What is one’s 
conceptualisation of differences among adult learners? Furthermore, (5) 
what is one’s worldview in analysing human needs? This typology of ques-
tions illuminates points of reference where debates occur around learning 
philosophies in older age. 

Although I prefer to call it examination rather than critique, in this thesis, 
I deliver a critique of the learning philosophies in older age. By subscribing 
to a culturalist critique (Doheny & Jones, 2021), I expose tensions between 
immanent practices and transcendent ideals found in the principles of edu-
cational gerontology. Here, I aim to highlight that political economy per-
spectives on older age have neglected the agency of older people, but also 
to stress that the humanist philosophy of learning seems to overlook the 
structural constraints that make learning in older age impossible for specific 
groups. Alternatively, I engage in critical reflections about how philosophi-
cal assumptions risk metamorphosing into rigid grand narratives that fur-
ther widen the gap between theoretical formulations, on the one hand, and 
between them and practices, on the other hand. Here, I note that such gaps 
are perhaps not a bad idea (see Barrow, 1999); however, idealistic goals 
should be achievable. Otherwise, they may constitute mere debatable edu-
cational dreams. 

Much of the debate I engage with revolves around ‘false dichotomies’ and 
shorthandedly judges other theories as good or bad, useful, or useless. 
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Dichotomies manifest when theory “does not match up to what the average 
practitioner ‘knows’ to be true in day-to-day situations” (Taylor, 2006, p. 
22), nor what an empiricist might find contradicting established philoso-
phies. Taylor’s notion of false dichotomies as an “intellectual pitfall in the 
realm of human thought” (p. 22) showcases how scholars often shy from 
seeking concrete and absolute answers, but sometimes they do not manage 
that. In the context of schisms between philosophies of learning, on the one 
hand, and gaps between theory and practice (goals within grasp and those 
ideal), false dichotomies do emerge, but so does the need to simultaneously 
(re)examine them. After all, one way to approach philosophical claims is by 
considering them sound if they are empirically valid (Withnall, 2010); the 
same applies to the philosophical claims on central questions in the educa-
tion of older people. 

Conducting research in times of crises 
One extra layer to dealing with learning philosophies is the privilege of pon-
dering their usefulness in dire times. Nevertheless, conducting research in 
times of global crises, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, proved challenging.  

Covid-19 disrupted business as usual and struck (older) adult education 
in many ways (James & Thériault, 2020). Universities for the third age can-
celled their face-to-face activities, and some moved their entire curricula 
online, as was the case at the university for seniors in Lebanon. I had ini-
tially planned a pseudo-experimental design there, whereby I would physi-
cally visit UfS, conduct an intervention, and collect data. However, I rede-
signed my project when UfS closed its doors in the Spring of 2020. With the 
support of my supervisors and the UfS administration, I rewrote my project 
plan and amended my ethical application in Lebanon, which was already 
under review. Lamentably, this change from face-to-face to online data col-
lection meant further delays in the ethical review process, the recruitment 
of participants, and data collection. 

Parallel to the pandemic, another challenge confronted this thesis; Leba-
non's political and economic unrest since September 2019. At the time of 
data collection, in June 2020, a lockdown was enforced, and older adults 
were probably more worried about their finances and overall wellbeing. As 
a result, most of them perhaps did not have the mental capacity to volunteer 
their time to participate in a research study. 

An explosion hit Beirut on August 4, 2020. Some of the scheduled inter-
views had to be postponed, but they were conducted eventually. As Giddens 
(1984) maintains that constraints are also enabling, there are certain 
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advantages to this horrible context of a severe crisis that I would like to 
highlight. One advantage which arises from the intersection of Covid-19 
and socio-economic unrest in Lebanon is an elevated level of politicisation 
and reflexivity among participants. After all, they probably lost all forms of 
ontological security and routinisation of day-to-day life they might have had 
before the explosion. This for sure facilitated discussions about social real-
ities and change. Such discussions become organic in the context of high-
risk consequences. 

Ethical considerations 
Situated in Lebanon and Sweden, this project necessitated two applications 
for ethical vetting, one in each country. Seeking ethical approval proved 
time-consuming but necessary when discussing personal political opinions 
and social realities.  

In Sweden, with the help of my main supervisor Professor Johannes 
Westberg, I applied for ethical vetting at the Swedish Review Board Author-
ity or Etikprövningsmyndigheten. Since Swedish is the official language for 
the application, I used the services of a translator. A few months after the 
application had been sent, a decision on my application was made. The re-
sponse came in decision number 2019-05121 and included a statement that 
the Swedish law does not apply in this case. This decision hastened the ap-
proval from Lebanon, where strict standard ethical practices in data collec-
tion, anonymisation and analysis were enforced at the university level. 

Seeking ethical approval in Lebanon was a lengthy and complicated pro-
cess. With the help of a principal investigator from the American University 
of Beirut, Professor Abla Sibai, I applied to the university’s Institutional Re-
view Board (IRB).88 Four months later, I secured approval for my study. 
However, due to the deteriorating situation and the burden of the pandemic 
in Lebanon, the UfS moved its educational activities online. Therefore, eth-
ical vetting had to be reworked to fit online data collection. Professor Sibai 
and I amended the ethical application. Shortly after the second application 
date, I was granted ethical approval on the amended design and its new data 
collection scheme. The decision, signed by the American University of Beirut 
IRB, was coded under SBS-2020-0219. 

Concerning data collection at UfS, what should not go unmentioned are 
issues relating to the anonymity of participants and consent. My ethical ap-
proach followed the recommendations on good research practices by the 

 
88 Professor Sibai is also the director of the University for Seniors. 
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Swedish Research Council (2017). At all times, participants remained anon-
ymous, and the only way they could be identified was through a code that 
linked their survey answers to their interview if they sat for one. In the pub-
lished articles, I used participants’ aliases, and whenever possible, I pro-
tected their privacy by refraining from referring to specific details that could 
identify them (Kantanen & Manninen, 2016). Another standard procedure 
is the use of consent forms. The Institutional Review Board approved my 
consent form in Lebanon before dissemination. It was uploaded and inte-
grated into the online survey, where participants could provide their consent 
before filling in their answers with one click. 

Concerning the online interviewing process, I note additional issues that 
I did not mention in previous sections. Interviews were sometimes emo-
tional. Participants who seemed particularly emotional were asked if they 
would like to pause or stop the interview. In this case, I demonstrated em-
phatic understanding and refrained from (not-so-needed) consolation. That 
is because the eleven participants showed perseverance and strength despite 
the negative consequences of a Covid-19-related lockdown and a dire eco-
nomic situation in the aftermath of a massive explosion, a surprise I was 
not expecting. Instead, I had anticipated defeat or intense emotions due to 
their deteriorating social conditions. However, that is not the only time my 
expectations proved wrong.  

I was also observant about scholarly pre-conceptions around the social 
class, values and attitudes of older learners who attend universities for the 
third age. Despite that, it was almost impossible to forget the works of 
Marvin Formosa (see 2006; 2011a), who focuses on social class issues, and 
problematises learning in older age as a display of power in a class struggle. 
In this direction, literature insinuates that U3A members have inauthentic 
inclinations to learning or that they are people with no serious worries due 
to their economic affluence. Therefore, it is crucial not to take these claims 
for granted, not least because participants proved to be quite aware and 
engaged; this lesson I take with me to future research endeavours. 

Ethical considerations are paramount when dealing with qualitative first-
hand data, but they also affect reusing secondary big survey data. In this 
vein, several ethical issues arise, namely the trustworthiness of the data and 
its quality, the level of analysis, anonymity, consent, and recognising au-
thorship (Boté & Termens, 2019; Yorke, 2011). BeLL project data (dataset 
B) is the fruit of a joint European-funded project coordinated by the German 
Institute for Adult Education – Leibniz Centre for Lifelong Learning, and 
this dataset was finalised in 2013. The data files I received from Professor 
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Manninen had already been cleaned and tabulated very neatly. Minimal 
reformatting was needed for computations and analysis on SPSS, partly be-
cause I followed a similar level of analysis used in the project report (see 
Manninen et al., 2014) to assess the empowering benefits of liberal arts ed-
ucation with a focus on older people. 

Other crucial secondary data-related considerations are anonymity, con-
sent, and authorship. Concerning the first, the data I received includes no 
identifier of participants’ identities, guaranteeing their total anonymity. Sec-
ond is the issue of consent. The BeLL data were collected from a conven-
ience sample of active learners who filled in online or paper-based surveys 
in 2012; Professor Manninen was involved in the data collection. Back then, 
the notion of consent (in online and in paper format) consisted of an infor-
mational and motivational letter where the project was introduced, privacy 
promised, and the scope of the consent included that the “results from the 
survey will be used to build up our knowledge about adult learning.” This 
clause removes any limitation to using the anonymised data for other studies 
that further the understanding of adult learning, not least when consent was 
directly given to the co-author of Article 4. Finally, I recognise the primor-
dial work undertaken by the entire BeLL project team, whom I duly 
acknowledge in that article. 

Concluding this section on ethical considerations, I do not forget the im-
portant aspects of handling and storing sensitive data. Örebro University 
provides guidelines under the General Data Protection Regulation to guar-
antee one’s right to one’s private life and personal data protection.89 These 
not only include consent but also extend to data storage and archiving. 
Therefore, data generated or used by this project will be archived in pro-
tected university servers and treated as official documents. There, data is 
processed following the provisions of the Freedom of the Press Act (1949: 
105), the Archives Act (1990: 782) and the National Archives regulations 
(Örebro University, 2021).  
  

 
89 Örebro University’s take on GDPR is in total agreement with the European Par-
liament’s and the Council’s Regulation (EU) 2016/679 (Örebro University, 2021). 
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CHAPTER 7.  
Summary of the results 
In this chapter, I summarise the findings of the four articles which make up 
my PhD project. In my summary, I focus on the main results concerning this 
thesis's aim: to theoretically and empirically examine the learning philoso-
phies in older age. Doing so, I wish to encourage the readers to more easily 
embrace the theoretical and empirical contributions that I develop in the 
closing chapter of this thesis in the form of a fourth statement of the prin-
ciples of educational gerontology. To this end, I supersede the summaries of 
the four articles by a short synthesis of the findings. 

Article 1: Is there a need for a fourth statement? 
In this article, I enter the debate around central questions in the education 
of older adults, examining three points: (1) What do the three statements of 
educational gerontology principles have in common? (2) How do they con-
flict? (3) What tensions exist within and across the three statements? I an-
swer these questions by employing the framework approach to document 
analysis of three statements of educational gerontology principles.  

This study's findings suggest that humanist and critical statements of ed-
ucational gerontology principles share more than they would like to admit. 
By examining these major publications, I show that these learning philoso-
phies agree on the following: The field of educational gerontology must rely 
on a solid philosophical backing, the functional rationale for learning in 
older age must be rejected, and teachers must examine their teaching meth-
odologies in order to serve the interests of heterogeneous older learners bet-
ter. However, despite this partial agreement, in Article 1, I argue that several 
formulations remain characterised by stark dichotomies across statements 
but also with subtle inconsistencies within each statement of principles. 

Apart from similarities across the learning philosophies, Article 1 un-
packs embedded polarised and problematic formulations. For example, the 
critical philosophy endorses what I cautiously call condescending under-
tones that discount the agency of older learners concerning the reasons for 
which they learn and their presumed naïveté and complacency. On the other 
hand, the humanist philosophy of learning speaks covertly for older adults 
who can afford (by relying on the resources they possess) a journey towards 
self-actualisation; after all, their teachers are mere facilitators of knowledge. 
Most striking is the conceptual ambiguity surrounding the educational goals 
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of learning in older age. There, I note that these goals are ambiguously con-
ceptualised, feed into grand narratives of self-actualisation or liberation and 
are rigidly stated following a mutually exclusive logic when these concepts 
can easily intersect and overlap.  

Considering this article’s findings, recent empirical developments, and 
the call “to embed older adult learning in an agenda that is critical and 
sensitive to late modern sensibilities” (Formosa & Galea, 2020, p. 11), I 
conclude that a late modern statement of the principles of educational ger-
ontology is long overdue. This conclusion is further supported empirically 
by the three remaining articles, where I call into question various formula-
tions about the naïveté of older learners, their reasons for learning, and the 
often discounted empowering benefits of liberal arts education for them.  

Article 2: On older learners’ naïveté 
In Article 1, I pinpoint a problematic logic of emancipation, which the crit-
ical learning philosophy stands for. In Article 2, the aim is to examine and 
call into question this emancipatory logic. To that end, Professor Westberg 
and I employ a reflexive thematic analysis on interview transcripts with 11 
older learners from a university for the third age in Lebanon to challenge 
the presumed inability of older learners to understand and act on their social 
realities from teachers independently. 

The findings of this article show that older learners are not naïve, nor do 
they seem ideologically confused. By assuming that older learners lack crit-
ical consciousness, critical educational gerontology (CEG) discounts their 
agency, but it also consecrates a relationship of perpetual dependence be-
tween two unequal bits of intelligence, that of learners and teachers. On the 
contrary, participants in this study demonstrate that they are knowledgea-
ble agents who (re)produce their social reality considering and despite con-
straints. Moreover, they know their role in such (re)production.  

Not only do they decode oppressive patterns used by the political elite, 
but they also assume responsibility for voting for it. They recognise discrim-
ination and invest in efforts towards change even if they exhibit some form 
of denounced immanence. Most importantly, the knowledgeability of older 
learners does not seem to originate in critical teachers' works. Based on 
these findings, we recommend revisiting CEG’s logic of emancipation for it 
to become coercion-free. Such revisit, in the form of a fourth statement, 
amends current conceptualisations of oppression, emancipation, and critical 
consciousness and may entertain Rancière’s (1987) assumption of the equal-
ity of intelligence between teachers and learners. 
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Article 3: Ask them why 
Article 3 provides a sociological interpretation of the motivational reasons 
for learning in older age. Recognised as controversial in Article 1, in this 
article, I answer the simple question, ‘why do older adults learn?’ To reach 
my aim, I conduct a reflexive thematic analysis on interview transcripts with 
11 older learners at a university for the third age (U3A) in Lebanon. First, I 
categorise the motivational reasons for learning as contextual, intrinsic, ed-
ucational, and conducive. Then, I interpret participants’ answers using the 
sociological concepts of ontological security (Anthony Giddens) and habitus 
(Pierre Bourdieu). 

The findings in this article suggest that the concepts of ontological secu-
rity and habitus may simultaneously explain participants’ motives for learn-
ing. As such, I conclude that U3A members’ motivation may be interpreted 
as a desire for ontological security, which is threatened upon the emergence 
of a life event. At this point, habitus and capital are mobilised to guide and 
nurture the U3A membership. Consequently, I posit that agency and the 
influence of social practices together are responsible for the motivation to 
learn in older age. This inference is not possible without the duality of struc-
ture that superimposes agency and structure. This article additionally shows 
that even though motivation is originally non-conscious, it can also be char-
acterised by reflexive actions when ontological security is threatened. Based 
on this, the motivation for learning in older age cannot be solely the func-
tion of habitus and events that are non-consciously and historically fulfilled 
in the present, as stipulated in the critical philosophy of learning in older 
age. 

The implications of this study on the principles of educational gerontol-
ogy are significant. First, I caution that a polarised account of what moti-
vates older learners to join U3As is insufficient to explain the complexity of 
U3A membership. The humanist assumption that motivation is an innate 
desire that reflects curiosity for learning is contested because it is assumed 
to exist in a social void. Meanwhile, manifest empirical evidence rarely pro-
vides grounds supporting the critical rejection of expressive learning. Sec-
ondly, I constate that a fourth statement of the principles of educational 
gerontology is timely for it to reflect a more complex picture of the reasons 
for learning in older age. This statement may consequently comprise a con-
ceptual separation between motivational and explanatory reasons for learn-
ing. 
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Article 4: The empowering benefits of liberal arts courses 
My examination of the principles of educational gerontology in the first 
article uncovered much vagueness over the empowering goals and outcomes 
of older adult education. Article 4 consists of a quantitative validation of 
empowerment-related claims formulated in the educational gerontology 
principles. The humanist and critical learning philosophies reject the em-
powering benefits of liberal arts education for older people. In this article, 
which I co-author with Professor Manninen, we investigate the empowering 
benefits of liberal arts education to validate or refute claims that such edu-
cation is not empowering for whatever reason. 

Having defined empowerment in terms of agency and social and civic 
participation, we apply associational statistical techniques on a big second-
hand dataset, which includes 7,338 adult learners from 10 European coun-
tries. Much to our expectations, liberal arts education proved to be empow-
ering. Our findings show that when conceived in terms of capital towards 
social mobility, empowerment is one outcome of liberal arts education. Not 
only that, but the empowering impact of liberal arts education is more sig-
nificant among those who need it most, in this case, women, older adults, 
and those with lower educational attainment. We also report that increases 
in agency levels are paralleled with enhanced social and civic participation 
levels. 

Concerning the principles of educational gerontology, we reject the as-
sumption that liberal arts education should not or cannot be empowering. 
Especially since agency and social and civic participation are fundamental 
building blocks for the educational goals of self-actualisation and emanci-
pation. Therefore, the dichotomous goal enunciation in the principles be-
comes futile. Departing from our findings, we recommend that a fourth 
statement of the principles of educational gerontology must account for a 
more tolerant view of the nature of educational goals (functional and in-
trinsic). 

Synthesis of the findings 
Taken together, the findings in the four articles facilitate an alternative take 
on the education of older people. The previous statements of the principles 
of educational gerontology are marked by a certain ambiguity and fail to 
reflect various social realities and the latest developments in the field. As a 
result, not only do the three statements appear polarising, but on many oc-
casions, they bear a certain level of internal inconsistency in that some ideas 
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within one statement may depart from its general ethos. Addressing these 
issues, Articles 2, 3 and 4 challenge central formulations in the philosophies 
of learning in older age and provide empirical evidence supporting the first 
article’s conclusion that a fourth statement is imminent.  

That the reasons for learning in older age may primarily be conscious and 
reflexive means that older learners actively decide to join universities for the 
third age. This reflexivity is nevertheless facilitated by the volumes of power 
or power-mediating resources which learners possess. However, as far as 
Article 3 is concerned, these resources are mere tools that facilitate the ac-
cession to and persistence at U3As. Older learners are cognisant of the priv-
ileges and resources they possess and know very well that other older learn-
ers may not be their colleagues because they lack the necessary volumes of 
capital and a suitable habitus for successfully navigating the U3A field. That 
said, older learners are neither naïve nor ideologically confused, as the crit-
ical learning philosophy would have us believe. Instead, the knowledgeabil-
ity of older learners manifests in the (re)production of the social realities 
they endure, of which they may be fully aware and partially responsible. 
Nevertheless, mere awareness of one’s oppressive relationships may not au-
tomatically lead to social change, seeing how constraints may or may not 
hinder such undertaking. 

In light of the conclusion that older learners are not naïve, the mission of 
their education cannot be restricted to a controversial transformation of 
their consciousness into a critical one. Already, liberal arts education may 
empower older learners and set them on a less radical path towards social 
change, the one of civic participation catalysed by an increase in agency. 
Besides constructing an alternative narrative, this synthesis paves the way 
for a fourth statement of the principles of educational gerontology, which I 
develop in the coming chapter.  
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CHAPTER 8.  
Contributions and way forward 
With a framework inspired by Gidden’s structuration theory, two primary 
datasets, and four articles, this PhD thesis theoretically and empirically ex-
amines the philosophical principles of older adult education. Apart from the 
specific results of these articles, their combined inferences make a more gen-
eral contribution to the philosophies of older adult education. 

In this chapter, I present these contributions in the following order. First, 
I discuss the potential of revising the principles of critical older adult edu-
cation based on the results presented above. Is there a prospective fourth 
statement of principles that can be made based on this PhD thesis? Secondly, 
I discuss the contribution that this thesis may have to policy work, and 
thirdly, I conclude with a note on the importance of continuing the discus-
sion that I reignite in my thesis. 

A (re)statement of critical principles 
In Article 1, I call for a late modern statement of the principles of educa-
tional gerontology. A statement that adheres to a structurationist perspec-
tive in social theory and may be called the fourth statement of principles.90 

Based on the articles presented above, my statement acknowledges that 
agency (re)produces structures, which simultaneously are a milieu for and 
an outcome of agency. By harbouring the potential to address complex ed-
ucational questions, structuration theory, as a critical social theory, pro-
vides a timely worldview to educational gerontology. Such worldview clar-
ifies a recursive relationship between agency and structures in the (re)pro-
duction of social realities, not least educational realities in older age. 

My critical statement embraces the following general guidelines. First, it 
builds on the successes of previous foundational statements (see Formosa, 
2011a; Glendenning & Battersby, 1990; Percy, 1990) and aspires to over-
come their shortcomings. In the spirit of continuation of the ever-relevant 
philosophical debate in educational gerontology, a new statement must en-
gage with previous ones (see Kern, 2018). Second, it must remain critical. 
In the context of late modernity and the breaking of traditions, a new state-
ment admits that the causal determinism of social structures is weakened, 
but simultaneously that recursive and pervasive structures and constraints 

 
90 This fourth statement may also constitute a second restatement of critical princi-
ples. The first restatement being the one signed by Formosa (2011a).  
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may influence learning in older age. Thirdly, although it steers away from 
grand narratives (see Withnall, 2010), the fourth statement is not a laissez-
faire approach to educating older people. Instead, it incessantly aims to 
serve the interests of all older people by paying attention to their individual 
needs (without necessarily calling them into question) and eliminating the 
many constraints that hinder their participation in educational activities. 
Fourth and lastly, my statement advances the concept of life politics. In this 
concept, the personal and the global meet as older people reflexively, ethi-
cally, and constantly engage in (re)shaping their identities and maintaining 
ontological security and trust in uncertain and risky times. Apart from these 
general guidelines, my statement includes three specific principles concern-
ing the reasons for learning, the emancipatory logic of older adult educa-
tion, but also the role of teachers in enacting this logic, all of which are 
summarised in the comparative Table 2. 

  
Table 2 

Main Features of a Fourth Statement of the Principles of Educational Ger-
ontology 
 

Feature Humanist Critical Late modern 
Academic 
worldview 

Positive psy-
chology 

Critical social 
theory 

Critical social theory 
(structurationist per-
spective) 

Older 
learners 

Have more lei-
sure time and 
fewer responsi-
bilities 

Are oppressed 
and naïve 

Are heterogeneous 
and have complex 
identities, and un-
precedented levels of 
agency 

Reasons 
for learn-
ing 

Natural intrin-
sic needs 

Class struggles Reflexivity, which 
may draw on 
habit(us) 

Educa-
tional 
goal(s) 

Self-actualisa-
tion 

Empowerment 
and emancipa-
tion 

Self-actualisation and 
emancipation (life 
politics) 

Teacher’s 
role 

Facilitator/or-
chestrator 

Educator/leader Non-coercive facilita-
tor of knowledge 
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Reasons for learning are complex 
My fourth statement of the principles of educational gerontology accepts 
that the question of ‘why do older people continue learning?’ is complex 
and multidimensional. Meaning one and all answers are accepted. As di-
verse as older learners are, their reasons for learning in older age reflect their 
heterogeneity. This position contrasts with purely individual or social ex-
planations currently provided in the humanist and critical statements of ed-
ucational gerontology principles. 

Older people exhibit differing motives for learning; Article 3 only testifies 
to the intricacy of these motives (see Hachem, 2022). For example, some 
older people continue learning for vocational reasons to enhance their eco-
nomic capital. Others learn to satisfy an ‘intrinsic’ educational interest while 
socialising remains an important reason for joining educational institutions 
for older people, attended by like-minded individuals, signalling latent and 
manifest identity work. Meanwhile, healthy ageing, continuous productiv-
ity, and wellbeing remain significant factors that influence the reasons for 
learning in older age, across intersectional social positions.  

In light of the diversity in the reasons for learning, the new statement can 
no longer adhere to one-sided interpretations that reflect a sort of determin-
ism or fulfilled history that compels affluent, complacent, and ideologically 
confused older people to learn under pressure of subtle class struggles. Con-
currently, educational gerontologists treating intrinsic motives for learning 
as self-standing is perhaps too idealistic and out of touch with environmen-
tal constraints and realities. So instead, my fourth critical statement wel-
comes functional and intrinsic reasons for learning and locates agency, on-
tological security, and reflexivity at the heart of the decision to continue 
learning without forgetting differential volumes of power that older peo-
ple/learners may afford to mobilise. 

In harmony with the varying reasons for learning, constructs that socio-
logically explore these reasons could draw on philosophical and psycholog-
ical definitions of motivation. The self-determination theory can further our 
understanding of intrinsic and regulated motivations to learn. However, it 
also illuminates the different states of extrinsically oriented and regulated 
behaviours that range from complete demotivation to active commitment 
on the part of older learners. While policymakers, social workers, and teach-
ers can actively contribute to motivating older people to learn, normative 
and internalised discourses may facilitate this endeavour in more subtle 
ways. 
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One way of capturing the complexity of the reasons for learning in older 
age, including active and more subtle factors, is a philosophically charged 
understanding of these reasons. From a philosophical understanding of mo-
tives (see Alvarez, 2009; 2018), we learn that these can have differing func-
tions: to motivate, explain, and reflect normative reasons for acting. When 
dealing with these reasons, the fourth statement of principles and empirical 
investigations on why older people continue learning could formulate more 
nuanced claims and questions about varied reasons for acting and continu-
ous action. These have specific relevance to initiating a learning process and 
outcome-based reasons that explain persistence in learning.  

The confusion between reasons to initially start learning at the U3A and 
those used to justify persistence needs to be addressed. The first, as Article 
3 shows, emanates from a break with routines (de-routinisation), an event 
that puts learners’ ontological security at risk. The second type of reasons 
may mainly be based on experience, conjugated in terms of educational out-
comes, which requires reflexivity over the educational experience, but also 
on the routinisation of action and the success in restoring lost ontological 
security. I treat the learning outcomes and educational goals under the sec-
ond principle. 

Life politics: Self-actualisation and emancipation 
When older learners have a variety of reasons for learning, it follows that 
they may pursue learning for different goals and experience the outcomes 
somewhat differently, too. My fourth statement of educational gerontology 
principles tackles the second crucial question of educational aims. My state-
ment does not only address the ‘ought’ of educational aims, i.e., intrinsic 
aims, but also educational outcomes that older learners experience, which 
may fall under the functional aims of learning and may extend to the polit-
ical aims of lifelong learning.  

My fourth statement accepts all three main functional domains of educa-
tion: socialisation, subjectification, and qualification (see Biesta, 2020). 
Here, it is assumed that a clear distinction among the three is empirically, 
and perhaps also theoretically, unreasonable, as I show in Article 4 and 
throughout this thesis. Each function does not happen in isolation; there-
fore, it is futile to elevate one functional domain over another, even if they 
occur in varying degrees. That is why this statement of principles does not 
prioritise one educational outcome over another. Learners judge the expe-
rienced value of such outcomes vis-à-vis the purpose they have in mind for 
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their education (see Withnall, 2010). Undoubtedly, older learners experi-
ence broad educational outcomes that are significant to their lives. 

Consequently, it is not ‘morally’ wrong to emphasise functional educa-
tional outcomes that positively impact older people’s lives through social 
mobility and capital gains. However, the fourth statement renews its com-
mitment to intrinsic educational goals (self-actualisation and emancipation) 
without rejecting functional ones. Such rejection no longer makes sense.  

This renewed commitment transcends the dichotomies separating self-
actualisation and emancipation in the three previous statements. There is 
no longer a need to deny an empowering capacity to humanist liberal arts 
education (see Hachem & Manninen, 2020); meanwhile, the results of 
emancipatory critical education are quickly problematised (see Hachem & 
Westberg, 2022). My fourth statement combines self-actualisation and 
emancipation in learners’ engagement with life politics. Self-actualisation, a 
reflexive project of the self, overlaps with emancipation, now defined in 
terms of freedom towards rather than freedom from, and is conceptually 
distinct from emancipatory politics (see Giddens, 1991). Avoiding polarisa-
tions in educational goals, life politics, a late modern concept, wittily rec-
onciles self-actualisation and emancipation with functional goals based on 
the following logic. 

My fourth statement welcomes functional educational goals. Neverthe-
less, they should satisfy learners’ reflexive project of themselves and their 
engagement in life politics. Life politics is a politics of choice and lifestyle 
decisions over the ethical implications of these choices on a global scope. 
For example, older learners make political decisions and encounter genera-
tive and transformative forms of power within existing structures, including 
those occurring at the U3A but also in the broader society. Here, older adult 
education builds on this notion of power to help learners successfully navi-
gate the risks of late modernity by coordinating and negotiating power re-
lationships with other (institutional) agents. Therefore, these relationships 
may be oppressive, empowering or both, akin to Giddens’ (1984) dialectic 
of control.  

Emancipation is overcoming oppressive relationships by first becoming 
aware of one’s agency and role in shaping these relationships and inducing 
desired social change through structuration rather than de-structuration. 
Meanwhile, Giddens’ notion of constraints explains why older people, spe-
cifically older learners, might not be able/willing to induce change or how 
they revert tactics while tackling social change (Hachem & Westberg, 
2022). That is to say that older learners engage in life politics only within 
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structures where their (functionally justified) actions (self-empowering or 
not) would gain meaning. The latter justifies functional goals for learning 
in older age, which somehow becomes the medium for self-actualisation and 
emancipation.  

Noting that older people retire in different circumstances and possess dif-
fering volumes of mediating power resources, the fourth statement does not 
forget the ‘underdogs.’91 Realising emancipatory goals for the underprivi-
leged may depend on the intervention of the agency of the privileged (in-
cluding institutional agents), which might not coalesce in actions that nec-
essarily undermine the positions of the underdogs. The fourth critical state-
ment acknowledges that reflexive older learners question their own and oth-
ers’ social positions and actions and behave according to what they deem 
ethical, as shown in Article 2, with many older learners fighting for what 
they dearly hold. That is because life politics are reflexive; they start from 
individual and ethical perspectives and are premised on the reflexivity of 
self and social questioning. In the following section, the statement takes 
stock of the teacher’s role in nurturing older learners’ reflexivity and pro-
moting life politics.  

Teachers as ‘emancipators,’ not ‘explicators’ 
My suggested statement notices a role for teachers who navigate various 
learning needs, reasons, and educational aims. They carry on the statement's 
educational aims: life politics and reflexivity. Their role remains that of 
emancipators (facilitators of emancipation), although with a twist. This role 
based on genuine dialogue can be enacted via uncoercive teacher-student 
relationships, which allow diversity in the meanings of learning in the class-
room and remove constraints hindering a genuinely democratic educational 
experience. 

As I show in Article 1, the principles of educational gerontology are di-
vided on the role of teachers as either knowledge facilitators or emancipa-
tors. That a teacher distances him/herself from structural barriers and the 
inequalities that cripple older populations is tragic in times characterised by 
global risks and crises. Concurrently, that a teacher attributes to him/herself 
the function of a saviour (liberator/emancipator) is equally problematic (see 
Formosa, 2002; cf. Hachem & Westberg, 2022; Wildemeersch, 2014). 
While the notion of teachers as deliverers of knowledge may be more readily 
dismissible in my fourth statement for lack of relevance, approaching 

 
91 Giddens (1990) uses this term to refer to underprivileged people.  
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teachers as emancipators must be more nuanced. Here, my statement of 
critical educational gerontology may cautiously flirt with other emancipa-
tory traditions than the Freirean one, namely, the educational philosophy 
of Jacques Rancière inspired by his assumption of the equality of intelli-
gence. 

A growing body of literature, which kindle my critique of critical educa-
tional gerontology in Article 2, can nevertheless serve this philosophical 
strand and my take on it. Educational philosophers are increasingly discuss-
ing nuanced versions of the concept of emancipation by setting a dialogue 
between the pedagogy of Paolo Freire and Jacques Rancière. From banking 
education to the pedagogy of the oppressed, a shift is observed from teacher-
centeredness to learner-centeredness. Now, Rancière influences a ‘thing-
pedagogy’ (see Vlieghe, 2018); the centeredness is placed instead on the ob-
ject of study, not on students nor teachers, and is above all premised on a 
shared love for the ‘thing’, perhaps, the same love that Freire calls upon in 
an authentic dialogue. As such, teachers and learners engage with the object 
of study on more equal grounds, from the same distance, which could be 
helpful in entertaining non-coercive emancipatory relationships between 
teachers and older learners. 

Inspired by Rancière’s notion of equality of intelligence, the teacher’s role 
in the fourth statement does not undermine older learners' intelligence and 
reflexive capabilities. On the contrary, they can codify and decode social 
realities in the same way teachers do; after all, they are served by the same 
intelligence, according to Rancière (1987), and they are expert sociologists, 
in Giddens’ (1984) words. Therefore, teachers should reinforce learners’ 
agency rather than discount it. Moreover, as shown in Article 2, older learn-
ers can be reflexive, as they have lived and endured a myriad of experiences 
and accumulated tons of practical and discursive knowledge; they may es-
pecially show incredible resilience in times of crisis (see Kulmus, 2021), pan-
demics, massive explosions, and socio-economic instability.  

At this point in older learners’ life, teachers may no longer dismiss their 
consciousness, as does the logic of the critical learning philosophy. That is 
because constraints can prevent them from ‘liberating’ themselves despite 
having the necessary knowledge (or critical reflection) for this liberation. 
This claim finds further support in recent research showing that political 
activism in older age is not a walk in the park and can nevertheless be a 
source of negative experiences (Serrat et al., 2021). Consequently, the prem-
ise of revolutionary teachers leading learners to a fight against oppressive 
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structures (see Formosa, 2002; 2011a) is undoubtedly a problematic and 
unwarranted task.  

Drawing on Giddens’ understanding of critical consciousness as the 
awareness of one’s ability to induce change, my statement assigns a partic-
ular role to the teacher. It is no longer to raise a naïve consciousness or force 
learners to prove their intelligence. Instead, the teacher's role is to highlight 
that social practices are but the product of and the medium for agency, and 
that is why learners may (un)intentionally influence change starting within 
the classroom setting if and when they desire it. For example, the most basic 
of Giddens’ (1979) scenarios of social change might suggest that older learn-
ers attending U3As constitute obvious signs of social change compared to 
normative and old-fashioned retirement traditions. 

A statement on policy 
Lifelong learning is a political concept here to stay; therefore, educational 
gerontology must deal with it. The third generation of lifelong learning 
bears a mix of intrinsic and extrinsic goals that are highly connective and 
inseparable. Meanwhile, the learning philosophies in older age reject the 
functional goals of learning in older age in favour of intrinsic ones. Chal-
lenging this rejection of functional goals, I raise the question, ‘how can self-
actualisation or emancipation occur outside the day-to-day educational rou-
tines of and functions for learning?’  

In Chapter 5, I introduced the concept of lifelong learning and cited the 
tensions it raises vis-à-vis its functional aims. In overcoming the tensions 
between intrinsic and functional educational aims, the concept of longlife 
learning is promising. This section describes how a Giddensian inspired 
fourth statement of educational gerontology principles may support longlife 
learning. 

The fourth statement of critical principles I wish to promote wittily har-
monises with the global policy on ageing and lifelong learning. Not only 
should it not ignore policy nor reject its functional aims, but this statement 
must interact with it (even be critical towards it when needed). For example, 
it may seem, and rightfully so, that lifelong learning currently serves pure 
societal and functional needs (see Biesta, 2021), not least via penetrative 
policies on healthy ageing, a silver economy, age-friendly cities, and age-
friendly universities. Nevertheless, I argue that even in the context of extrin-
sic educational aims (social mobility, vocation, socialising, and others), the 
intrinsic educational goal of life politics (self-actualisation and emancipa-
tion) is embedded. 
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That said, my fourth statement of the critical principles of educational 
gerontology is cognisant of certain risks that functional educational goals 
may entail. One of these risks is a problematic relationship between educa-
tion and society, which Gert Biesta (2021) has addressed. He argues that 
current lifelong learning scenarios show that society sets functional educa-
tional agendas under the guise of lifelong learning, which he describes as 
“an entirely functional role for education vis-à-vis society” (p. 11). As a 
result, there is an imminent risk that what is promoted today as a ‘right’ to 
education becomes a ‘duty’ to learn for financial self-sufficiency and imper-
ative vocational ends. Therefore, a certain wariness is warranted. 

When most educational activities for older people may be categorised 
under non-formal and leisure-oriented learning, there are clear signs that 
the future of lifelong learning will be vocationally oriented. That is because 
more people will be integrated into capitalist relations of production and 
increasing numbers of (older) people are expected to engage in formal edu-
cation (McLean, 2022; Nylander et al., 2022), not least in response to im-
minent skills shortages. Consequently, the coming generations of older peo-
ple could be expected/pressured into staying healthy, keep learning, keep 
working, and remaining productive as far into their older age as possible. 
This may contradict lifelong learning’s promise to enhance the agency and 
autonomy of older people and requires careful treading so that higher levels 
of agency do not entail more subtle forms of coercion. 

However wary we must be, lifelong learning retains an excellent promise 
for truly reaching humanistic goals, including justice, democracy, and social 
change. The fourth statement of the principles of educational gerontology 
is, therefore, in line with UNESCO's (2022b) recent Marrakesh framework 
for action, which signals much hope for this concept and older people alike:  

At a time when societies are threatened by rising fanaticism and violent ex-
tremism, growing distrust in science and rising inequalities within and be-
tween countries, we reaffirm that ALE [adult learning and education] can 
constitute a powerful policy response to consolidate social cohesion, enhance 
socio‐emotional skill development, secure peace, strengthen democracy, im-
prove cultural understanding, eliminate all types of discrimination, and pro-
mote peaceful living together and active and global citizenship. (p. 3) 

This renewed promise for lifelong learning also aims to enhance older peo-
ple's agency and acknowledges that reinforcing this agency helps alleviate 
global risks, especially climate change (UNESCO, 2022b) and other 
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imminent societal risks. Principle 17 of the Marrakesh framework states 
that adult learning and education  

gives youth and adults an understanding of the issue [climate change], raises 
their awareness and equips them with the knowledge and agency needed to 
adapt to and counter climate change, and develop resilience and agency for 
transformation. ALE [adult learning and education] can play an important 
role in empowering adult and older citizens so that they become role models 
for children and change agents at local, national and global levels. (p. 4) 

Besides encouraging active and global citizenship, the framework invites 
adult education to develop learners’ capacities for critically evaluating in-
formation, making ethical decisions accordingly, and contributing to local 
and global debates. The Marrakesh framework proves that an agency-
driven statement of educational gerontology principles is timely, indeed. To 
this end, the concept of life politics may be vital. 

Concepts from structuration theory, especially life politics, may help us 
understand how education's intrinsic and functional aims intertwine. As 
older learners reflexively forge meanings to their learning, whatever those 
may be, dichotomising educational goals may no longer make sense. Older 
learners self-actualise and emancipate themselves, even in the case of func-
tional goals to learning, such as learning to stay active and healthy, to make 
money, to socialise, or for vocational reasons, learning may incur increases 
in power mediating resources. Mobilising these resources, agents overcome 
constraints and (re)produce social systems; they act within them, which 
means their self-actualisation and emancipation would start from ongoing 
structuration and continuity. Their emancipation may thus lead to over-
turning or breaking with existing (oppressive) relationships and forging new 
cultures and new positions for themselves when needed. After all, education 
may subjectify, qualify, and socialise learners simultaneously, so long as 
they are aware of their agency and role in the structuration of social systems.  

A final note on a continuing discussion 
In this thesis, I examine the dominant learning philosophies in older age. In 
parallel with recent empirical developments in educational gerontology, my 
findings form the basis for a late modern update to educational gerontology 
principles, a contribution I outline in this thesis. 

Such an ambitious goal is challenging, not least when I aim to contribute 
to landmark statements that shaped educational gerontology so strongly. 
Brilliant scholars have enriched the field with their works; I mention some 
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- Battersby, Glendenning, Findsen, Formosa, Percy, and Withnall - and re-
gretfully and (un)intentionally fail to include others.  

However, I invite readers to welcome my work as an update or a contri-
bution rather than a correction of previous principles bound by time and 
space since so are my efforts. Three decades after the first statement, we live 
in different times. Now, older adult education is a global phenomenon that 
will only expand. In the end, and concerning the aim of this thesis, I recite 
the same dictum that the authors of the first statement of principles signed 
“If we have done nothing more than to raise doubts […], and to suggest 
alternatives to current thinking, then we have achieved our purpose” (Bat-
tersby & Glendenning, 1992, p. 120). I will be content if this contribution 
to the field has done slightly more than that. 
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Sammanfattning på svenska 
I denna sammanfattning presenterar jag resultaten från de fyra studier som 
tillsammans utgör min doktorsavhandling. Jag fokuserar på de resultat som 
är viktigast med utgångpunkt från syftet med min avhandling, dvs. att teo-
retiskt och empiriskt undersöka lärandets filosofier med avseende på äldre 
lärande. Genom att göra detta hoppas jag kunna underlätta för läsarna att 
ta till sig de teoretiska och empiriska bidrag som jag utvecklar i slutet av 
denna avhandling i form av en fjärde formulering av de utbildningsgeron-
tologiska principerna. Nedan följer först en sammanfattning av de fyra ar-
tiklarna och därefter en kort redogörelse för resultaten. 

Artikel 1: Finns det behov av en fjärde formulering? 
I denna artikel ger jag mig in i debatten kring centrala frågor om utbildning 
för äldre vuxna, varvid jag undersöker följande tre aspekter: 1) Vad har de 
tre formuleringarna av de utbildningsgerontologiska principerna gemen-
samt? 2) Hur står de i konflikt till varandra? 3) Vilka spänningar finns inom 
och mellan de tre formuleringarna? 

Resultaten från denna studie pekar i riktning mot att de humanistiska 
och de kritiska filosofierna för äldres lärande har mer gemensamt än vad 
tidigare forskning velat medge. Genom att studera centrala texter för det 
utbildningsgerontologiska området kan jag visa att man inom den human-
istiska såväl som inom den kritiska lärandefilosofin anser att utbildningsge-
rontologin måste vila på solid filosofisk grund, att det funktionella motivet 
till äldres lärande måste förkastas samt att lärare måste se över sina under-
visningsmetoder så att den heterogena gruppen äldre inlärares intressen 
bättre kan tas till vara. I artikel 1 hävdar jag att ett flertal formuleringar, 
även om de ibland överensstämmer med varandra, inte bara karakteriseras 
av absoluta dikotomier sinsemellan, utan även av subtila motsägelser inom 
en och samma principformulering. 

Förutom de likheter som finns mellan olika lärandefilosofier lyfter jag i 
artikel 1 även fram inbyggda polariserande och problematiska formule-
ringar. Den kritiska filosofin menar jag kan understödja det som jag med 
försiktighet kallar nedlåtande undertoner och som innebär att äldre inlära-
res agentskap ignoreras när det gäller skälen till deras lärande samt förstär-
ker synen på dem som naiva och aningslösa. Inom den humanistiska filoso-
fin ligger fokus underförstått på äldre vuxna som (tack vare sina ekono-
miska resurser) har råd att ge sig ut på en resa mot självförverkligande: när 
allt kommer omkring är ju deras lärare endast förmedlare av kunskap. Det 
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mest iögonenfallande är den begreppsmässiga tvetydighet som omger ut-
bildningsmålen för äldres lärande. Jag kan i samband med detta konstatera 
att dessa mål uttrycks på ett tvetydigt sätt, stöder storslagna narrativ om 
självförverkligande eller frigörelse samt ger ett stelbent uttryck i enlighet 
med en logik där det ena utesluter det andra, när de i stället utan svårigheter 
genomkorsar och överlappar varandra.  

Den senaste tidens empiriska utveckling på området har inneburit upp-
maningar från forskarvärlden om att äldre vuxnas lärande ska skrivas in i 
en agenda som är kritisk mot och lyhörd för senmoderna uppfattningar, 
samtidigt som individuella lärandes egna förväntningar tas till vara 
(Formosa & Galea, 2020). Med utgångspunkt i detta, samt utifrån resulta-
ten i artikel 1 drar jag slutsatsen att det är hög tid för en ny senmodern 
formulering av de utbildningsgerontologiska principerna. Empiriskt bygger 
jag min slutsats på de tre andra artiklarna där jag ifrågasätter tidigare argu-
ment gällande motiven till äldres lärande, äldre inlärares naivitet och de po-
sitiva effekterna av den egenmakt som kurser inom humaniora ger för äldre.  

Artikel 2: Om äldre inlärares naivitet 
I artikel 1 identifierade jag den problematiska frigörelselogik som den kri-
tiska lärandefilosofin står för. I artikel 2 är syftet att granska och utmana 
den kritiska utbildningsgerontologins frigörelselogik. Johannes Westberg 
och jag använder oss här av en reflexiv tematisk analys av transkriptionerna 
från intervjuer med elva inlärare vid ett Seniorsuniversitet i Libanon för att 
utmana den förutfattade meningen om äldre inlärares oförmåga att förstå 
och reagera på sin sociala verklighet oberoende av läraren. 

Artikelns resultat visar att äldre inlärare varken är naiva eller verkar sär-
skilt ideologiskt förvirrade. Genom att förutsätta att äldre inlärare saknar 
kritisk medvetenhet bortser den kritiska utbildningsgerontologin inte bara 
från de äldres agentskap, utan heligförklarar även förhållandet av ett evigt 
beroendeförhållande mellan två ojämlika intelligenser, dvs. den inlärares 
och lärarens. Deltagarna i denna studie visar att de är insiktsfulla agenter 
som (re)producerar sin sociala verklighet i förhållande till och trots sina be-
gränsningar. Förutom att avkoda de förtryckande mönster som den poli-
tiska eliten använder sig av tar de även ansvar för att ha röstat fram den. 
De är medvetna om att diskriminering finns och engagerar sig för att skapa 
förändring, även om de också visar prov på något slags internaliserad ålde-
rism. Men framför allt verkar inte deras insiktsfullhet härröra från en kri-
tiskt orienterad lärares insatser. Utifrån dessa resultat rekommenderar vi att 
den kritiska utbildningsgerontologins frigörelselogik ses över så att 
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tvångsaspekten försvinner. En sådan översyn, i form av en fjärde formule-
ring, innebär en korrigering av de nuvarande begreppen förtryck, frigörelse 
och kritisk medvetenhet och kan stödja sig på Rancière (1987) tes om lära-
res och den inlärares intellektuella jämlikhet. 

Artikel 3: Fråga dem varför 
I artikel 3 ges en sociologisk tolkning av motiven till äldres lärande. I denna 
artikel svarar jag på den enkla frågan varför äldre vuxna vill lära sig nya 
saker, något som i artikel 1 ses som kontroversiellt. För att nå mitt syfte 
genomför jag en reflexiv tematisk analys av transkriptionerna från elva in-
tervjuer med äldre inlärares vid ett Seniorsuniversitet i Libanon. Jag kate-
goriserar lärandemotiven som kontextuella, inre, utbildningsmässiga eller 
understödjande. Därefter tolkar jag deltagarnas svar med hjälp av de soci-
ologiska begrepp som principerna om ontologisk trygghet (Anthony Gid-
dens) och habitus (Pierre Bourdieu) erbjuder. 

Resultaten i denna artikel pekar mot att principerna om ontologisk trygg-
het och habitus tillsammans kan förklara deltagarnas motiv till sitt lärande. 
Jag drar slutsatsen att motivationen hos senioruniversitetets deltagare kan 
tolkas som en längtan efter ontologisk trygghet, som hotas av olika livshän-
delser. Det är då som habitus och kapital mobiliseras för att styra och 
främja deltagande i senioruniversitetens verksamhet. Jag föreslår därför att 
såväl agentskap som inverkan från social praxis ger motivation att lära sig 
på äldre dagar, snarare än endast en av dessa faktorer. En sådan slutsats 
vore omöjlig utan den strukturella dualitet som präglar agentskap och 
struktur. Artikeln visar dessutom att även om motivation från början är 
något omedvetet kan motivation också karakteriseras av reflektivt hand-
lande när den ontologiska tryggheten hotas. Baserat på detta kan motivat-
ionen för att lära sig på äldre dagar inte endast ses som en funktion av ha-
bitus och händelser som är omedvetet och historiskt förverkligade i nuet, i 
enlighet med den kritiska filosofin för äldres lärande. 

Implikationerna av denna studie för de utbildningsgerontologiska princi-
perna är betydande. Jag menar att en polariserad beskrivning av vad det är 
som motiverar äldre inlärare att delta i senioruniversitetens verksamhet inte 
räcker för att förklara den komplexitet som präglar ett sådant deltagande. 
Humanistiska antaganden om att motivation är en naturlig längtan och 
speglar en nyfikenhet att lära sig ifrågasätts eftersom de förutsätts existera 
i ett socialt vakuum. Samtidigt kan ett kritiskt avståndstagande från expres-
sivt lärande mycket sällan backas upp av empiriska bevis.  
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Slutligen konstaterar jag att det är hög tid för en omformulering av de 
utbildningsgerontologiska principerna om de ska kunna ge en komplexare 
bild av skälen till äldres lärande. I detta ingår att en konceptuell åtskillnad 
görs mellan motivationsmässiga och förklarande skäl för lärande. 

Artikel 4: Kurser i humaniora ger egenmakt 
Min granskning av de utbildningsgerontologiska principerna i den första 
artikeln indikerade att det råder stor oklarhet om målen och resultaten för 
äldre vuxnas lärande när det gäller ökad egenmakt. I artikel 4 görs en kvan-
titativ validering av de egenmakt-relaterade påståenden som finns formule-
rade i de utbildningsgerontologiska principerna. I både den humanistiska 
och den kritiska lärandefilosofin uttrycks ett avståndstagande till de förde-
lar i form av ökad egenmakt som kurser i humaniora skulle ge äldre inlä-
rare. I denna artikel, som jag skrivit tillsammans med Jyri Manninen, un-
dersöks de fördelar i form av ökad egenmakt som kurser i humaniora kan 
ge äldre så att påståendena om att en sådan utbildning av någon anledning 
inte skulle ge ökad egenmakt antingen kan valideras eller förkastas. 

Efter att ha definierat egenmakt i termer av agentskap, socialt deltagande 
och samhällsengagemang tillämpar vi associativa statistiska metoder på ett 
sekundärt big data-set omfattande 7 338 vuxna inlärare från tio europeiska 
länder. Som vi förväntat oss visade det sig att kurser i humaniora ger egen-
makt. Våra resultat visar att kurser i humaniora resulterar i egenmakt, om 
man med detta menar social rörlighet. Och inte bara det: den egenmakt som 
humaniora ger är större bland kvinnor, äldre vuxna och lågutbildade. Vi 
kan också rapportera att ett stärkt agentskap går hand i hand med ett stärkt 
socialt deltagande och samhällsengagemang. 

När det gäller de utbildningsgerontologiska principerna avvisar vi upp-
fattningen att humaniora inte bör eller kan ge ökad egenmakt, särskilt ef-
tersom agentskap, socialt deltagande och samhällsengagemang utgör grun-
den för utbildningsmålen för inte bara självförverkligande utan även frigö-
relse, vilket gör att den tudelade målformuleringen i principerna blir me-
ningslös. Med utgångspunkt i våra resultat rekommenderar vi att en fjärde 
formulering av de utbildningsgerontologiska principerna som innehåller en 
tolerantare syn på vilka utbildningens mål är (funktionella och inre). 

Sammanfattning av resultaten 
Resultaten i de fyra artiklarna bidrar tillsammans till att underlätta en al-
ternativ syn på äldres lärande. Tidigare formuleringar av de utbildnings-
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gerontologiska principerna präglas av en viss grad av tvetydighet och lyckas 
inte återspegla dagens sociala verkligheter och inte heller den senaste ut-
vecklingen på detta område. De tre formuleringarna ter sig inte bara mot-
sägelsefulla, utan bär i många fall på en viss inre inkonsekvens som gör att 
vissa tankegångar inom en viss formulering kan avvika från formuleringens 
generella etos. Artiklarna 2, 3 och 4 utmanar centrala skrivningar i filosofi-
erna för äldres lärande och presenterar empiriska bevis till stöd för slutsat-
sen i artikel 1 att det finns behov av en fjärde formulering.  

Att motiven till äldres lärande i stor utsträckning kan vara medvetna och 
resultatet av ett reflekterande innebär att äldre inlärare aktivt fattar beslut 
om att delta i universitetskurser under tredje åldern. Ett sådant reflekte-
rande främjas dock av hur mycket makt eller maktskapande resurser en in-
lärare förfogar över. Men enligt artikel 3 är sådana resurser endast verktyg 
som gör att äldre får tillgång till studier vid senioruniversiteten och fortsät-
ter att studera där. Äldre inlärare är medvetna om vilka privilegier och re-
surser de har. De vet mycket väl att andra äldre inlärare inte har samma 
möjligheter att delta eftersom de saknar inte bara det kapital som krävs utan 
även det habitus som krävs för att man ska klara av att navigera inom se-
nioruniversitetens verksamhet. Vi vill dock understryka här att äldre inlä-
rare inte är naiva och inte heller ideologiskt förvirrade, som den kritiska 
lärandefilosofin vill få oss att tro. Snarare är det så att äldre inlärares agent-
skap och insiktsfullhet manifesterar sig i en (re)produktion av den sociala 
verklighet som de befinner sig i och som de är fullt medvetna om. Men att 
endast vara medveten om förtryckande relationer leder inte automatiskt till 
samhällsförändringar, med tanke på hur begränsningar både kan hindra 
och främja sådana förändringar. 

Med hänvisning till slutsatsen att äldre inlärare inte är naiva bör ambit-
ionen med seniorutbildningen inte begränsas till en kontroversiell förvand-
ling av deras medvetenhet till en kritisk sådan. I detta sammanhang kan 
kurser i humaniora öka äldre inlärares egenmakt och göra att de leds in på 
en mindre radikal väg mot samhällsförändringar, dvs. ett samhällsengage-
mang sporrat av ett stärkt agentskap. Förutom att skapa ett alternativt nar-
rativ banar denna syntes väg för en sådan fjärde formulering av de utbild-
ningsgerontologiska principerna som jag utvecklar i kapitel 8. 
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APPENDIX.  
Dataset ‘A’ interview questions 

1. Why did you choose to join the University for Seniors? 
2. How many terms have you attended the UfS? Why did you come 

back? 
3. How did the University for Seniors benefit you if it did at all? Did 

UfS affect your life outside the educational sphere? How so? 
4. If you have been enrolled before, did you get the same benefits 

every term? 
5. What challenges did you face during your stay at the University 

for Seniors? 
6. If you have enrolled many times, did you face the same chal-

lenges? 
7. Do you think older people in Lebanon have their full rights? Why 

or why not? 
8. Can you do something to help yourself and the rest of the older 

adults in Lebanon reach their rights? How? 
9. Do you think education at the University for Seniors helps you to 

do that? 
10. Who is responsible for the socioeconomic conditions that older 

people in Lebanon endure? 
11. Are you politically active? Do you vote regularly? (No need to 

know your political affiliation) 
12. Do you volunteer for older adult issues? Or any other issues? 
13. Do you think certain groups in Lebanon, maybe older people, are 

at a disadvantage? Does age have to do with it? Do you think 
poor older adults can join UfS, for instance? 

14. Do you think all groups in society are equal? Should they be 
equal, in your opinion? Why or why not? 
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