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Abstract


Learning, in the context of this research, is used in its broadest sense and includes educational pursuits, leisure, social and family activities.  Born from a desire to understand human actions from the perspective of the participants and conducted in the small town of Southwell, Notts, this research combines simple numerical data with ‘stories’ derived from semi-structured in depth interviews.  Located within the interpretive paradigm this small-scale inductive study investigates data from 149 completed questionnaires and eight in depth semi structured interviews to educe whether influences such as personal perception of physical and mental age, quality of life (including physical and mental health), self-identity, positive and negative experiences of Equality and Social Justice, affect the development of personal concept of age and in turn motivation to learn after the age of 65.  Numerical analysis of the data from the questionnaires builds the quantitative skeleton of the findings with the use of grounded theory presenting the qualitative viewpoint of being 65 or over and living in a small town in the 21st century.  

Glossary of Terms 

Constructionism – “social phenomena and their meanings continually being accomplished by social actors.” (Bryman 2008 p.692)

Epistemology: “a way of looking at the world and making sense of it…how we know what we know”(Crotty. M 2003 p.8)

Grounded Theory – “generation of conceptual theories through building inductive analysis from data” (Charmaz 2006 p.187)

Hermeneutics – “concerned with the theory and method of the interpretation of human action.  It emphasizes the need to understand from the perspective of the social actor.” (Bryman 2008 p.694)

Induction – “An approach to the relationship between theory and research in which the former is generated out of the latter.” (Bryman 2008 p.694)

Interpretivism – “subjective meaning of social action” (Bryman 2008 p.694)

Ontology – “assumptions about what the world is” (Henn, Weinstein and Ford 2006 p.17)”

INTRODUCTION

Commenced in 2007, this project has reached a stage when an interim ‘paper’ is a viable proposition.  Current immersion in data analysis enables the following discussion of some resultant statistics and emerging ideas.

Demographic projections predicting future numbers and influence of those aged 65 and over worldwide, increase the relevance of this study, the purpose of which is to draw out selective data from a discrete section of a small town whose profile, although not representative of the UK as a whole, offers potential statistical significance worthy of further investigation.  Data from the 2001 Census have been used for the main statistical analysis but where possible more up to date local figures are quoted. (Neighbourhood Statistics 2004).  Available information, relevant to Southwell, based on the 2001 Census (updated 2004) show a total population of 6565 persons in the three wards, 1290 being aged 65 and over (19.6%) which is higher than the corresponding national percentage of 16% (ONS 2010).  National Statistics Online (2010) indicates a continuing rise in life expectancy - in 2008 the cohort life expectancy at age 65 was given as 21 years for males and 23 years for females with projected rises by 2051 to 25.3 and 27.7 respectively.  The possibility of more people than ever living into and beyond their 90s produces many challenges for governments, local authorities, families and not least the people concerned.  Government legislation outlined recently may result in a national change of retirement age and pension terms, indicative of those currently aged 65 and over being the final generation to benefit from the current structure of State financial provision.  Proposed increases in state pension age, due to take place between 2010 and 2046, aim to contain the dependency ratio to a level to 34%  (343 retired in every 1000 working: ratio of 1:3) (National Statistics Online 2010).  

Located within the fields of social justice and education this study engages with a cohort whose formative years fell during a period influenced by the Second World War (1939-1945) who, today, outnumber the under-16s for first time ever (National Statistics 2008).  The focus of the study investigates the possibility of a relationship between personal concept of age and motivation to learn.  Three major themes permeate the research – Concept of Age, Motivation and Learning and the study acknowledges the need to understand human actions from the way participants create and recreate their social world.  It also recognises possible influence on the formation of personal concept of age from external factors (including perceived lack of opportunity, support, finance, respect or equality) or internal discernment (of self identity, age, gender, health, intellect, physical limitations, finance, class or personal life experiences).  There is also likelihood that the field of education and learning in 21st Century may bear little resemblance to the previous learning experiences of the research cohort.  

For the most part social research can perhaps be described as “intrusive”, its remit being to extend knowledge about some aspect of life; test the appropriateness of current theories; or describe and analyse the behaviour and views of a chosen sector, in an endeavour to understand the underlying processes. The combined roles of researcher, being over 65 and living in Southwell locate me firmly in the position of sharing aspects of experience  “…it is argued that only those who have shared in, and have been part of, a particular experience can understand or can properly understand (and perhaps ‘properly’ is particularly heavily loaded here) what it is like.” (Bridges 2002., p.73).  It does not however attach “special authority”. (Bridges,2002, p.74).  Accepting that “theory depends on the researcher’s view:[and] it does not and cannot stand outside of it.”(Charmaz, 2008 p.130) In the light of my roles in this research I consider it essential to endeavour to protect the integrity and transparency of the data from any effect of my personal involvement in the research process.

BACKGROUND

The breadth and depth required for a thesis supports my decision to limit the research to the geographical area of the 7.81 square miles “5,000 acres”(Hardstaff, 2006) that make up the parish of Southwell, the smallest cathedral city in England (TOUR UK 2010).  At all times I have remained fully cognisant and more than a little apprehensive about the ethical responsibility attached to this research project, concerning as it does a group described as ‘vulnerable’ (Liamputtong, 2007 p.3).  Adherence to guidelines and subsequent approval from the (Joint Inter college Ethics Committee,2008) combined with rigorous protection of the anonymity of those who have placed trust in me is therefore morally mandatory.

METHODOLOGY

Situated within the interpretive paradigm, this study employs ‘mixed methods’ (Teddlie and Tashakkori 2003; Bryman 2008 p.695; Gorard & Taylor 2004).  Grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967;Charmaz 2007) is the choice of methodology for ongoing analysis of interview data and elements of the questionnaire, together with simple numerical analysis for questionnaire results.  The research is unusual in possessing an initial literature review to place the statistical data and a post interview literature search/review involving areas revealed by the ongoing qualitative data analysis.  Ontology combines with a constructionist epistemology in a belief that meaning is constructed through interaction with the realities of living.  Both are instrumental in informing the underlying theoretical perspectives of hermeneutics and interpretivism (Bryant and Charmaz 2007).  Questionnaire statistics provide the framework of the study, augmented by data from the interviews and questionnaire open questions.  Throughout, it is acknowledged that individuals can construe phenomena in different ways, according to their personal perspective.  This inductive research consequently recognises the need for rigorous attention to maintaining data integrity in order to provide sufficient evidence to allow an independent assessment to agree with final conclusions reached.  

METHOD

400 questionnaires were personally distributed from four separate venues in Southwell during June 2008.  Those wishing to complete the questionnaires in their own time could return them to sealed collection boxes positioned at each venue, these were checked daily, resealed and removed after two weeks resulting in 149 completed documents. The questionnaire contained a mixture of open and closed questions (31 in all); the open questions being used as a basis for possible topics of discussion during interviews held in The Bramley Centre Library during the months of July and August 2008.  As a result of articles in the local free newspaper and an invitation printed at the end of the questionnaire, eight people volunteered to be interviewed.  All interviewees were offered and declined the presence of a same sex chaperone during their interview and all were given transcripts for comment and agreement.

QUESTIONNAIRE DATA

The following table giving data from the questionnaires indicates some of the straightforward numerical results to be used in conjunction with the ongoing grounded theory analysis.  These will eventually be compared with local, regional and national statistics.

Ages of the respondents ranged from 65 to 102 years.

	Percentage of responses

149 = 100%
	Question details (question numbers used in this table do not correspond with numbers on the questionnaire)

	1. 56%
	Age range 70-79 

	2. 66%
	Married

	3. 48%

· 50%

· 2%
	Male

Female

Not disclosed 

	4. 85%
	NOT in paid employment

	5. 63%

· 23%

· 53%
	Left school before the age of 17

Educated to degree level

Studied with Further Education providers

	6. 84%
	Never experienced age discrimination

	7. 96%
	Believed that learning benefits all ages

	8. 51%
	Accessed the Internet 48% of this number on a daily basis

	9. 24%

· 21%

· 19%
	Took part in learning to help keep an active mind

To develop new interests

To make new friends

	10. 90%
	Generally contented with their lives

	11. 77% 
	Exercise regularly

	12. 45%
	Did not feel mentally any different than when they were 30


Table 1. Questionnaire data results

Item 12 reveals that 45% of respondents felt mentally no different from when they were 30 but when asked to indicate an age someone could be described as ‘old’ 36% of the replies gave between the ages of 60 and 80: 30% exactly 80 and 34% over 80.  Initial correlation of these results with the ages of respondents revealed that those aged 65-75 in general chose around 10 years older with those over 75 choosing nearer their own age.  Item 7 shows that 96% of respondents profess a belief in the benefits of learning for all ages and although further analysis is necessary to assess any effect of personal concept of age on motivation to learn this belief, together with the prospect of greater longevity Withnall(2010) and (ONS 2010) and a perception of better mental and physical health prospects into old age, than those experienced by previous generations, may influence both concept of age and motivation to access learning opportunities.

INTERVIEW COMMENTS

Initial interviews were held over a period of 2 months, 4 each female/male interviewees taking part.  Each interview lasted between 45 minutes and 1.5 hours and by agreement, was recorded digitally and using Pitman shorthand.  Interviewees were encouraged to talk about themselves, their attitude to their own and others age, how they felt about learning, family situation, exercise, holidays and living in Southwell.  Subsequent ‘meetings’ in accordance with grounded theory practice provided additional data for analysis with comments from the open questions on the questionnaire and cross tabulation results.
CONCLUSION

The following is a selection of statistical analysis findings to date (July 2010):-

· The research cohort is possibly unique from the perspective of both environment and life experiences;  

· Grounded theory as an analysis tool was chosen to facilitate, identify and evaluate the individual nature of contributions resulting from the data collection methods;  

· Initial tentative findings from scrutiny of data indicate a consensus in a belief that learning can be beneficial to continuing mental and physical well-being;  

· Socialising, hobbies, informal and formal educational pursuits are all rated highly as sources of generic learning;

· Personal concept of own and others age varies with the individuals, possibly influenced by internal values and external circumstances. 

· Motivation to learn, in the case of this research, appears at this stage of analysis to have some link with a desire to maintain and preserve physical and mental well being in later years.

In the above table, item 9 reports that 24% of the respondents saw involvement in learning as a way to keep an active mind.  Although I have not yet been able to fully evaluate the following two studies, I feel they offer additional perspectives to consider in respect of the ageing brain.

The Franklin Institute Resources for Science Learning (2007)(on line) introduce the section entitled “The Human Brain – Exercise” with:-

“Your brain is a thinking organ that learns and grows by interacting with the world through perception and action.  Mental stimulation improves brain function and actually protects against cognitive decline, as does physical exercise.  The human brain is able to continually adapt and rewire itself.  Even in old age, it can grow new neurons………most age-related losses in memory or motor skills simply result from inactivity and a lack of mental exercise and stimulation.  In other words, use it or lose it.” 

In contrast, an online study into the value of brain training games played three times a week for a minim of 6 weeks as a boost to brain power “found no evidence that the benefits of playing brain training games transfer to other brain skills….the results do suggest that further research into brain trainers aged 60 and over is required” and will in fact carry on for the full 12 months as this group is most at risk from degenerative disorders of the brain (BBC Brain Test Britain 2009).  

Finally, an optimistic comment on age and learning from a respondent aged 102

 “Universities don’t seem to cater for those over 100”
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