A world UTA in cyberspace: it’s time for partnerships

Rick Swindell

President – U3A Online

Griffith University

Nathan

Queensland 4111

Australia

r.swindell@griffith.edu.au

Abstract:

This paper invites AIUTA Congress participants to consider the idea of becoming part of a UTA community in cyberspace. This is a timely idea because governments everywhere must develop creative new ways of managing an ageing population. Approaches like Successful Ageing, which aim to maximise older people’s independence, fit very comfortably with the UTA ideal because they focus on maintaining high cognitive function in later life as well as providing interesting and challenging new opportunities for UTA members to engage with life. These are two of the complementary factors that contribute to Successful Ageing. However isolating circumstances like incapacity, ill health, caregiving and poor transportation make it difficult or impossible for many older people to take part in activities that are believed to be fundamental to Successful Ageing. Other categories of older people, such as migrants or refugees in a new country in which their language is not widely spoken, are also at risk in later life. The Internet offers new flexibility for adult educators and policy makers to support novel ways of "building bridges" between isolated older adults. U3A Online (U3AOL), the first virtual University of the Third Age (U3A), is an example of a new approach that provides intellectually demanding activities for older people regardless of where they live. Since 1998 U3AOL volunteer administrators and course writer/leaders have developed a wide range of high quality, very low cost, adult education courses in which older people from many countries have participated. The paper concludes by inviting U3A leaders from any country to experiment with the idea of sharing online courses and resources via the international portal www.u3aonline.org, for the benefit of older citizens of the world.

A world UTA in cyberspace: it’s time for a new approach

Home alone – Isolation in later life
Isolation in later life often has little to do with geography. Most frequently older people become isolated by circumstances associated with chronological age. Even in large and well-resourced cities many people are constrained to their homes or neighbourhoods by situations outside their immediate control. For example, retirement or relocation abruptly severs social networks for many. Older people also drop in and out of isolating periods of ill health more frequently than younger adults. In addition, at some stage, many older adults are forced to give up driving and their social networks are jeopardised if public transport is inadequate, too expensive or too difficult to use. Many older people also become caregivers for ailing spouses or friends and are required to remain in or near the home for most or all of the day.  And of course death of a spouse or very close friend is the most obvious, devastating and increasingly likely isolating factor to accompany advancing years. The impact of these and other frequently unexpected disasters can completely sever social networks in older people’s lives. Social networks have been widely documented as being essential to an individual's health and general well-being (Bowling 1994). Lonely people often become depressed and locked into a downward spiral of ill health and deeper depression.

The isolating effect caused by fractured social networks is readily apparent from demographic data routinely available in many developed countries.  For example, the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) (2002) reported that the average adult in 1997 spent about three hours alone each day. In contrast, one-third of older people aged 65 years and over lived alone in 1997 and they spent an average of 79% of their waking time alone (about 12.5 hours per day). Unfortunately, the future implications for successful ageing are considerably worsened by projections of a sharp growth in numbers of people who will live alone. The ABS (1999) projects that by the year 2021 living alone numbers will grow by between 52% and 113% from the 1996 level. The majority of these will be seniors aged 65 and older.

Successful Ageing

Successful Ageing, Productive Ageing, Ageing Well, Healthy Ageing and Positive Ageing are among a number of closely related approaches to ageing research that address the totality of the ageing process. The global trend towards increased life expectancy suggests that preventative rather than remedial interventions must become the major goal for addressing myriad social and economic challenges that accompany population ageing.  Friedrich (2003) summarised findings from a number of large studies that promote the notion of integration of physical, psychological and social domains for developing optimum solutions for ageing-related issues. The MacArthur Foundation Study of Successful Ageing provides a recent notable example of the substantial gains in understanding of ageing that can flow from an integrated research approach (Rowe & Kahn 1999). The study, which was actually a coherent set of dozens of individual research projects, was the most extensive and comprehensive multidisciplinary study on ageing in America. One aspect of the study entailed following the lives of more than 1000 high functioning older people for eight years to determine the factors that might predict successful physical and mental ageing.  Many successful agers in the study reported that they sustain their mental ability as they age by actively working at keeping their minds sharp.  The research suggests that "this is part of a cycle that promotes mental ability: the more you have, the more you do; the more you do, the more you preserve" (p. 130).  Education was found to be the strongest predictor of sustained mental function in later life. Rowe and Kahn speculated on two possible effects that could explain this link. First, education in early life may have direct beneficial effect on brain circuitry; or second, education may set a lifelong pattern (eg reading, chess, bridge, and crossword puzzles) that serves to maintain cognitive function in old age. Furthermore, some actions to avert or minimise cognitive loss can be undertaken at any age.  With training "elderly men and women who have experienced some cognitive decline can…offset approximately two decades of memory loss" (p. 137).

It is now clear that choice plays a key role in an individual's ability to minimise, delay or even avoid many of the decrements that accompany biological ageing. For example, Rowe and Kahn (1999) defined successful ageing as an ability to maintain a small number of key behaviours or characteristics, two of which are active engagement with life, and maintaining high mental function. Both these key behaviours usually involve personal choice. However, as discussed above, large numbers of people in later life are isolated, they find it extremely difficult or impossible to reengage with everyday life. And, compounding the isolation problem, if isolation constrains them to their home or near neighbourhood their choices for maintaining high mental function also become jeopardised. As the old memory adage states – “use it or lose it”. By default many isolated older people lose it. A UTA in cyberspace would provide new successful ageing opportunities for isolated older people.

U3AOnline - a University of the Third Age (UTA) in cyberspace
U3AOnline is the first U3A in cyberspace. It was developed by U3A members specifically to provide intellectually challenging courses for isolated older people. Volunteers run the entire project; no one is paid. Because retired people have written and edited the courses costs can be kept very low (Swindell 2002). Thirteen high quality courses are currently available for older learners and several others are in various stages of completion by the volunteer writers and editors.  Each course represents about eight weeks study. Most participants report that they spend between 5-10 hours a week on their study but others spend much longer than that by following the many links provided in the course materials. Participants may choose to study in two ways. By far the most popular mode of study is “self study”, which allows members to log on to the course materials as independent learners at any time throughout the year. This is the preferred option because most don’t want to be tied to a timetable at a particular time of the year. 

· I am mostly not able to keep to set lecture times because of family caring commitments. It is great to be able to work online at your own available time schedule, and at your own pace. A feeling of independent living follows. I find it hard to explain to others who do not understand a love of learning. U3A Online provides that.
The other mode of study is with a course leader. In this mode participants study a new chapter of an 8-week course each week and they can write comments to each other by Forum or email, or ask the course leader questions in the same way. Electronic chat is not considered to be a viable option because participants from different countries and time zones would not be able to meet during a set time schedule. For most courses chat would remove one of the greatest strengths of flexible learning via the Internet, namely deciding when, where and what to study.

As the following sample quotes show many isolated seniors enjoy their virtual U3A because it opens up new dimensions in their lives and also provides avenues for the development of virtual friendships between like-minded people.

· I feel as though I belong to something to keep my mind off my pain, also helps keep my brain working.

· I enjoy the feeling of learning and being a part of a group. It's like meeting old friends when familiar names crop up in other courses. The discussion forum is interesting even though comments do not always respond to the points others have made. I am really enjoying ongoing contact with one participant.

· I like to hear of other people who are doing the course and through it have made e-mail contact with people all over the world.  This helps to keep me busy.

· I am partially blind with limited short sight.  I am extremely grateful to U3AOnline as I now have an interest at home - am happy working on my own and life has again a meaning.

· Because I never know how I’m going to feel from day to day my health stops me from committing to a set routine like going to class.

· I care for my wife who has Alzheimers. Have done so for the past 8 years.

An invitation to UTAs to become part of a virtual learning community
A number of new developments suggest that U3AOnline will continue to grow in its capacity to offer high quality, very low cost educational services for older people.

· Griffith University is a large university in Brisbane with special expertise in flexible learning, particularly in online learning. As part of its commitment to education in the wider community, Griffith has recently signed a partnership agreement with U3AOnline and agreed to host U3AOnline free of charge.  All courses and online administration processes now operate from a free Griffith University server and these are accessible through the international portal at www.u3aonline.org  (It is interesting to note that through this close association with a university U3AOnline now shares some common characteristics with the French UTA model.)

· Adult education colleagues from the University of Ulm in southern Germany have translated a U3AOL course in order to evaluate how older Germans react to learning via the Internet. If the German trial is successful it seems reasonable to speculate that similar successful trials, which are run in other countries and languages, could ultimately become part of a global U3AOL. New courses will be written and taught by course leaders regardless of where they live. New UTA learning resources will be available to a global community of UTA online members. Recalling the Successful Ageing and home alone arguments developed earlier in this paper the logic of such an approach is persuasive. German colleagues have encountered an unforeseen difficulty in finding appropriate sites written in German, to replace the English links in the original course. This is not a major impediment to international sharing. Rather it suggests that native speakers may have to write their own courses around their chosen links. The course could reside on any server in any country but it would be accessible through a common international portal. This idea is developed further below.

· In the past three years U3A colleagues in the UK have also become interested in online learning opportunities and have developed a number of excellent new courses. A joint agreement between the two groups has led to sharing of courses and course leaders between the two organisations. Because the UK courses follow the original U3AOL structure members who use courses at either site do not have to adjust to different formats. Indeed, from the comfort of their own homes, course leaders in both Australia and the UK have led courses hosted by the other country. The location of the tutor, the materials and the participant is irrelevant.

The above arguments and developments clearly point to the desirability and timeliness of an international U3A without walls in which seniors from any country can take part in stimulating courses offered in a variety of different languages. Many countries now have residents who were migrants, refugees or other former inhabitants of countries in which their native language is not widely used in their host country. As these people reach advanced years many tend to revert to their native language because that is the language most deeply embedded in crystallised memory. This is yet another example of the isolating circumstances discussed earlier in this paper. With a rapidly ageing global population most countries now face resource difficulties as policy makers grapple with challenging questions of how best to fairly allocate limited resources. A move towards an international virtual community of Successful Agers in which older volunteers use their expertise to provide intellectually challenging courses for isolated people would surely strike a responsive note with many governments. The courses would be written and led by retired experts who live in any part of the globe. 

The portal for such a virtual community now exists. At www.u3aonline.org on the Griffith server visitors can choose which of three online services to visit. For courses either they are taken to the Third Age Trust online courses site in the UK, or to the Australian and New Zealand online courses site at Griffith. For resources they are taken to http://worldu3a.org This latter site has growing numbers of resources to help UTAs and individual learners.  It takes little imagination to see how once they have been developed, there could be links to AIUTA courses and resources, German resources and courses, Chinese courses and resources - or whatever. As the concept grows the global UTA without walls becomes reality.

U3AOnline has nearly 7 years experience of developing online resources for older people. Many lessons have been learned along the way and we would be happy to share our experiences with UTA colleagues elsewhere who might like to try their hand at writing their own online courses (in their own language). Written procedures have been developed to help guide writers through the process of online course writing and our team of volunteer editors may also be able to provide advice. However, although volunteers carry out all the writing and editing, we do not yet have the volunteer educational designers, graphic artists and other specialists who can carry out the tasks of transforming a print-ready version of the courses into the online version ready to be delivered through the Blackboard course delivery software. That task is carried out by paid Griffith experts at a cost equivalent to approximately 900 Euro (9000 Renminbi) depending on the complexity of the course. If any reader of this paper would like to try out the idea of writing their own online course (in whatever language) to be shared with others through the online portal we would be delighted to discuss this idea further.

Apart from the courses U3AOnline also provides free additional learning resources for 220 "conventional” U3As in Australia and New Zealand to help them meet their educational objectives for their approximately 60,000 members. Those resources can be seen at www.u3aonline.org.au  (note the .au ending for resources).

The future for online learning in cyberspace 
New communications technologies have the potential to encourage very large numbers of older people to easily engage in interesting and inexpensive successful ageing behaviours. There are obvious social and financial implications for all countries of providing older people in general and isolated older people in particular with more choices that will assist them to maintain their independence.  Maintaining independence is the principal goal of almost all older people and few issues strike greater fear than the prospect of depending on others for their most basic daily needs (Rowe & Kahn 1999).  Some studies (see for example, Komito 1998) have highlighted the potential of the Internet to create meaningful social interaction.  A further example is documented by Hampton and Wellman (2001) who carried out a longitudinal study of residents of Netville, a suburb in which residents had routine access to advanced new communication technology.  They found greater evidence of community involvement and strengthened ties with friends and relatives living far away from Netville, compared with those who did not routinely use the new technology.  In other words, the Internet improved social networks rather than minimised them. These studies underscore the potential of new technologies to foster new social networks for isolated older people. 

Even the more vulnerable isolated and lonely ageing people who may be on the verge of sliding into full dependency may be happy to experiment with new approaches that can enrich their lives.  As a case in point Swindell and Mayhew (1996) showed that small groups of frail elderly people with active minds, who were confined to their homes by illness or incapacity, gained measurable benefits from educational programs that were delivered by teleconference.  Several of the participants developed new social networks as a result of interacting with like-minded others in their teleconferencing groups. Although this particular study was run before Internet technology was widely available the potential for the Internet to help older people to maintain their independence seems to be clear. The Internet is a much more flexible medium than any other communication technology for empowering isolated older people.  The Internet is becoming increasingly easy for novices to use, information can be exchanged quickly, often in real-time, once the technology is in place it is durable and quite inexpensive to use, and the proportion of older people who have used a computer continues to climb rapidly. 

An obvious question to ask when discussing the potential of the Internet to assist older people to engage in successful ageing pursuits is - are they interested in learning to use technology that played little part in their earlier lives? In developed countries the answer is "yes". For example, a recent report showed that in 2002 18% of Americans aged 65 and over had Internet access (Lenhart 2003).  Although this is a much smaller percentage than younger cohorts Fox (2001) noted that "wired" seniors in the USA are among the most devoted users of the Internet with approximately 69% going online each day compared with 56% of all Internet users. In addition the cohort behind make extensive use of the technology in their daily lives. Internet users aged 50-64 are likely to keep their Internet access even after they retire. Fox suggests that this "silver tsunami" may be the first generation who takes full advantage of all the Internet has to offer them as they get older.  

The silver tsunami metaphor probably applies to all developed countries not just to the USA. For example, in Australia growth among older users has recently been quite spectacular. Although absolute numbers of older Australians who access the Internet are still considerably less than those of younger cohorts, the fastest rate of Internet growth is now occurring among seniors.  The number of adults aged 55-64 years accessing the Internet doubled between 1998 and 1999, and by 2000 comprised 26% of that population (ABS 2000). The principal motivation for older Australians to switch on to the Internet is to keep in close communication by email with their children and grand children. Other frequently cited reasons are for taking control of finances, monitoring health-related sites, shopping, and engaging in leisure activities. The growing popularity of the Internet suggests that strategies directed at encouraging older adults to use the Internet to take further control of their lives, will not whither through technophobia or indifference to the Internet.

Conclusion

This paper has ranged across a number of ideas. It has argued that many older people are isolated even in the middle of large, well-resourced cities; they are unable to benefit from traditional U3A approaches. Isolation poses a threat to independence because it negates two of the key tenets of Successful Ageing, namely the importance of maintaining social networks, and continuing to engage in activities that help to maintain high mental function. Until the comparatively recent acceptance of the Internet by growing numbers of older people there was no inexpensive and realistic solution to this isolation. However, the Internet has quickly changed this. U3AOnline was devised as a successful experiment nearly 7 years ago and its availability to the global community suggests the appropriateness of further developing this global virtual U3A idea. The silver tsunami metaphor highlights a belief that the next ageing cohort will routinely continue to embrace Internet-based services throughout their third age, reinforcing a growing imperative for a U3A in cyberspace. From both individual and societal perspectives a basic human right is to live as long and as successfully as possible. Successful ageing policies, which encourage individuals to choose risk lowering activities, appear to offer considerably more potential for assisting ageing populations to achieve this ideal than remedial interventions. The main message of this paper is that the next logical developmental step in the UTA success story is for adult educators across the globe to begin to experiment with sharing resources and courses via the international portal www.u3aonline.org for the benefit of older citizens of the world.
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