(I recently prepared this paper for a colleague from the Elderhostel Institute Network [in the USA] who will discuss the global nature of adult learning in a June 2007 conference. I thought my U3A colleagues in Australia/NZ might like a copy. Please let me know if any of this is not accurate; it’s very difficult to get the most current information. You are welcome to use excerpts in your newsletters.)

Some adult education opportunities for seniors in Australia and NZ
Dr Rick Swindell – President U3A Online

Australia is a large country, roughly the same area as the USA minus Alaska, but with only 20 million people. Nearby New Zealand is a little larger than the UK and has a population of 4 million people. The comparatively small and geographically widely scattered population has led to a do-it-yourself mentality among the population in general. This characteristic, together with the prevailing frugality of the generation born during the great depression and World War 2 period, and the lack of support for adult education by funding bodies, has helped shape the do-it-yourself approach which dominates later-life adult education programs in both countries.

National programs

U3A (University of the Third Age)

U3A surely can lay claim to being the ‘Jewel in the Crown’ among adult education success stories for older learners. The first group started in Australia in 1983 and in NZ in 1989. By 2007 there were 201 autonomous U3A groups providing courses and allied social activities for more than 63 000 older Australians in every state and territory. Similarly, the movement is vibrant in NZ where 53 groups, mainly in the North Island, provide for some 9 000 members. This growth has taken place without any formal support from government or education agencies. Both countries have adopted the self-help British model rather than the French model, which involves affiliation with a university. (For comparison the ILR approach in North America has some similarities with the French U3A model.) Self-help U3As are run by retired volunteers from community premises, which often are free or heavily discounted by “landlords” who understand their contribution to the ageing community. 
Thanks to their do-it-yourself philosophy U3As have shown themselves to be immune to most of the major problems that bedevil many adult education programs, such as reliance on the vagaries of government funding or on paid specialist educators. Apart from providing cognitively challenging activities in a socially stimulating environment (two attributes which research shows to be fundamental to successful ageing), the self-help U3A model overcomes many of the traditional barriers to participation. Briefly, the cost is very low, often $30 or less a year, there are no entry requirements, no awards or exams, courses are taught by seniors with primary empathy for the learning needs of participants, and courses are run in community settings at negotiable times. 
There are few obvious weaknesses of the self-help approach. One may be its heavy dependence on community goodwill for the free or subsidised resources which contribute to the very low U3A membership fees. Community halls maintained by local government, and other public venues such as church halls are under increasing pressure to raise funds to cover costs. A number of U3As have responded to this challenge by apportioning hourly venue rental among course participants. This usually amounts to a dollar or less and so far this seems not to have been a deterrent. In the end, moderate cost increases may not be an issue. Members of the baby boomer “tsunami” are accustomed to paying for services, and as new retirees join U3As, they will pay for services they value.

Perhaps a more serious challenge may be faced by some U3As in New Zealand where, unlike the Australian approach, they have chosen to cap membership. In the Auckland region for example there are currently 21 U3A groups and most limit membership to about 200. As membership grows they simply start another in a different suburb. What will happen when the volunteer teachers and administrators run out of puff as the membership ages? Where will the new ideas and energy come from? Auckland is NZ’s largest city with a population of 1.25 million people and 21 U3As. Sydney is Australia’s largest city (4 million) with one U3A and more than 5000 members. 
U3A Online

U3AOnline (U3AOL) began in 1998 as the first virtual U3A. The principal aim was to develop and deliver inexpensive, high quality, intellectually challenging courses over the Internet, for isolated older people regardless of which country they live in. Since then, the concept has broadened to include the general ageing population and other people liberally interpreted as being in their Third Age (including younger people with special difficulties such as hearing, vision, or mobility impairment). For the first three years it was supported by substantial grants from the Australian government. Since then the project has been entirely run by volunteers, mainly Australian, who communicate almost entirely by e-mail. 

Retired volunteers from any country, who have expertise in a subject (for example, Writing Family History, The Romans), write a sequence of lessons assisted by online volunteer editors. Each lesson contains guiding questions and relevant links to websites to encourage participants to explore an idea as deeply as they wish. Experts in flexible learning technology then transform the lessons into the Internet-ready version and participants from anywhere can choose to study on their own 365 days a year, or in online groups when the writer/leader is available. All interactions between participants and/or course leaders are by email or online forum. As with the normal U3A ethos, there are no entry requirements and no exams or awards. The entire emphasis is on learning for the love of learning. Currently 15 courses are available, each equivalent to about 8 weeks of work. Isolated older people in Australia or NZ, and U3A members in both countries qualify for a concessional course fee of three courses for $20; other participants from any country pay $20 per course. In 2000, U3As in the UK started their own version. From the outset both organisations have worked closely to share human resources and prevent wasteful duplication. Members of either organisation have access to all courses. Some 30 courses are available through this “multiplier” effect.
Recently, the potential of the U3AOL project to assist third agers from anywhere was given a substantial boost by receiving backing from a large Australian university. Griffith University now hosts the entire project on its server free of charge and has obtained agreement for older people to use the commercial Blackboard Internet course delivery software for U3AOL participants. In addition the Griffith Flexible Learning unit provides 30 person-days of free expertise a year to cover the technical details of maintaining the online administration and course delivery systems (these are skills that few retirees have). Discussions have also been held with adult educators in Germany and in China about possibly translating courses for the benefit of older people who read German or Chinese. If these international “experiments” prove successful, then the potential of the virtual U3A to assist older people from non-English speaking cultures to engage in successful ageing activities via the Internet will be considerable. 

Apart from its online courses U3AOL is harnessing the talents of retired people with the expertise to conduct constituency research. The first major project called “A voice worth listening to” is a compilation of in-depth interviews with Australian and New Zealand people aged 80 and older who continue to make remarkable contributions to society. The book clearly debunks the ageist fallacy that older people are a drain on society. 

Through its website U3AOL also provides considerable resources to help the approximately 250 face-to-face U3As in Australia and NZ to meet their educational objectives. Resources include an online directory of all U3A groups in the two countries, a monthly Internet resources newsletter, and information about activities of interest to U3A members. A popular resource particularly for smaller U3As is the site licence offered to members. A site licence costs $20 per course and gives member U3As permission to print off unlimited copies of any online course for use in face-to-face teaching. Members may keep the notes. Course notes frequently run to 100 or more pages so this type of support is a valuable resource for participants.
The strengths of U3A Online include: a very low cost virtual learning community for those who cannot easily leave home; high level courses for third agers regardless of their location; free or very low cost resources for “conventional” face-to-face” U3As in Australia and NZ; potential to link with similar organisations anywhere in the world; experts from anywhere can assist with the project. 
Weaknesses include the obvious fact that there is no substitute for face-to-face meeting (recognising of course that for isolated older people face-to-face adult education is not an option); it is a “shoestring” operation reliant on university goodwill; management exclusively by email and electronic forum is unwieldy and can lead to communication breakdowns. 
Further information: www.u3aonline.org.au
Some other programs
During the past decade a host of different programs for older adults have surfaced to cater for the burgeoning interest in the Internet. By far the most successful are those run by volunteers because fees can be kept so low. As an example of the new wave of later life adult learning programs, seniors computer clubs have sprung up throughout Australia, initially fueled by older people’s need to learn email in order to keep in touch with family, but subsequently to help them learn all kinds of IT applications. The Australian Seniors Computer Clubs Association is the national peak body for seniors and technology. It is a nonprofit company which encourages and empowers seniors to use and enjoy the benefits of computer technology, promoting their confidence in online technologies. Each club has a number of members who act as volunteer tutors or trainers usually on a one to one or very small group basis. Some clubs also offer small classes on specific software programmes. Several clubs have also developed special interest groups such as family history or graphics. Each club is autonomous and selects the style of teaching that best suits their members. Clubs often have a monthly meeting where guest speakers are invited to demonstrate new software or hardware, introduce a website such as their local council's website, or explain how to use ATMs, EFTPOS, phone banking or the Internet for banking.  Membership is open to all computer clubs for seniors, organizations with a membership of seniors and organizations/companies that recognise the value of computer technology for seniors. 
One of the benefits of the association is that member clubs can share ICT and training knowledge. Members also gain access to discount or free software. In addition to helping establish new clubs and supporting existing clubs, the Association promotes the profile of member clubs through expos and conferences and liaises with government and other organisations on behalf of its members. 
However, clubs whose main adult education mission is catering for computer novices may soon need to reinvent themselves because the pool of seniors wanting beginning computer courses will undoubtedly dry up as the “silver tsunami” of Internet-savvy boomers surfs into retirement. The new breed of retirees will demand new things and new ways of doing things from their leisure time organisations. Fortunately, it is quite easy to imagine how clubs teaching introductory computer skills could reinvent themselves. The array of operating systems, ongoing incompatibilities between pc and Apple, new software programs, gaming, digital hardware and so forth, coupled with the black magic that seems to be needed to fix “simple” problems suggests that these clubs will long serve as a haven for the digitally-inclined devotee. In other words they could become more like peer support and sharing groups and less like teaching groups.

A host of smaller but very successful adult education programs for seniors operate at the regional level in both countries. However, these will not be discussed in this brief overview. 
The future of adult education for seniors
Society is changing very rapidly and new thinking is needed about and within adult education programs for older adults. The self-help preference so firmly entrenched in both countries is unlikely to change - and why should it? Retired people have all the skills needed to make new ideas work and many retain second age memories of the bureaucracies and stultification which are associated with many top-down organisations.  Younger volunteers will arrive with new skills and offer new courses and suggest new ways in which the face-to-face model might extend its approach. An obvious way of doing this in U3As for example, is to turn to the almost unlimited free educational resources on the Internet. And the Internet would allow new course networks to operate and cooperative inter-organisational ventures to be experimented with. No longer need the voluntary teacher be in the same room – or even the same country. For example the technology is available for people in current affairs classes to chat freely with experts in a particular field. 

However, older people are interested in far more than technology-related programs and a casual look through the newsletters of any U3A group will reveal a wide range of course offerings which have nothing at all to do with the ubiquitous computer. Nevertheless, anecdotal reports suggest that for the past five years or so the demand has been far greater for introductory computer courses than for any other U3A course. Interest has been strongly driven by grandparents recognising that they can keep in daily touch with children and grand children if they learn to use email. In the process of learning how easy it is to use email, many discover other delights of the Internet and away they go.
Large scale research studies suggest a clear message for older people and for policy makers preparing for an ageing-dominated society. Keeping the brain active, continuing to engage with life and developing new social networks are essential if we want to maximise our chances for independence in late life. Every year for the next 40 years the Australian population over the age of 50 years will increase in size and, comparatively, the population under the age of 50 will shrink. Could it be that the future no longer belongs to the young but to those of retirement age? A rapidly ageing population, the universal adoption of the Internet, emerging and undoubtedly soon to be discovered new technologies, and the need to provide inexpensive, intellectually challenging programs for isolated as well as mainstream older people will undoubtedly give rise to many interesting adult education innovations in the years to come. 
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