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1. Introduction

Learners are at the heart of the work of AONTAS, their views are imperative to our lobbying

work and we continually endeavour to readdult learners and assist them to address the

issues which affect thenBy developing networks, learners are enabled to come together to
discuss their experience as an adult learner and also the barriers and issues that arise during
their learning journeylt is hoped that through this process of sharing experience specific issues

are identified and a solution found through the support and assistance of AONTAS. Adult
learners will be empowered to take on these issues and through a collaborative approach wit
20KSNR NBIFOK | aldAaFrOliz2NE 2dzio2YS® [ SIF Ny SNJ
experience is used to motivate others to work together for a better adult learning service in
Ireland.
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learner networks, as per oufStrategic Plan, and as part of an Age and Opportunity
commissioned piece of research that AONTAS undertable lifelong learning needs of older

people. Furthermore, following theActive RetirementAGM last April attendees were asked if

they are interested in participating in an Older Learner Netwdhie huge response also

provided an impetus for this meeting.

The first meeting of theOlder LearneMNetwork was exploratory. Itaimed to explore the

possibility of creating a vibrant, active and effective networking space for older learners to
advance their needs and to raise their voiGée meeting set abouto identify the views and

ideas on establishing an older learner netwoto inform participants of government policy that

affects older learners and the findings of tA@®NTAS3esearchreport on the lifelong learning

YySSRa 2F 2fRSNJ LIS2L)X So LG Ffaz O2ydlFrAySR Fy .
used to spark @nversation and ideas during the workshopsuise Richardsonhé CEO of the

Older2 2 Y S yWehdiork, was the guest speaker and provided an overview of the benefit of
networks in pushing forward the agenda for older learnefse value of learning to older

people, the types of learningnd an insight into lobbying.

An unprecedented G older learners attended the meetinQutcomes from the workshops and
other comments received during and after the meetindl guide the future work of the Older
Learner Netwrk with the assistance of the steering grodjhis report aims to capture the main
themes and comments that arose during the meeting and to use them as a base for future
meetings.

2. Background Information

To set the context of the report the background to the learner network is discussed below. This
work has been carried out in conjunction with AONTAS staff and the learner network steering



group. This plan acts as a basis for the learner networks andenghtended accordintp the
comments and suggestions of participants.

The initial aim of the learner network was:
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To act as a local representative body for learners

To be an action driven forum for learners

To give learners the opportunity to meet eaather in their area

To share experiences with each other

To facilitate and empower learners to take action on issues that affect them

To use the information obtained to feed into the policy work of AONTAS and ensure we are
responsive to the needs of learrse

To feed into the policy work of the member organisation

To share information on policy at national level

Benefits of networks for AONTAS:

A
A
A
A

In keeping witithe AONTAStrategic plan
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festival etc.

Information obtained will be:
A Compiled into a report (outcomes of each meeting)Distributed to learners, thei

A

organisation, to AONTAS staffade availald on a specific part of the AONTAS website.
Incorporated into specific areas of our policy work, by way of using a discussion forum at
the learner network meeting on an issue

Links throughout the work of AONTAS

A

A

Information obtained from the discussion groups relating to a particular topic will be
collated and made available sl AONTAS staff

Policy - It will feed directly into policy work and will be used as a space to identify and
gather information on spedif policy areas. Learners will have the opportunity to contribute
to focusgroups for other organisations, as required.

Promotion - It will provide information on: the experiences of learners and links for case
studies. It will raise the profile of AONTAY R ¥ SSR Ayi(2 GKS ! Rdz i
Practice- It will be part of increasing the capacity of our members by feeding outcomes of
meetings into the member organisation. It will inform best practice on creating adult
learner networks

Partnership¢ It will allow learners from various backgrounds and organisations to come
together and share experience. Networks will involve the collaboration of a number of
organisations.

Peoplec It will be a spacéor the networking of learners.
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3. Content of the day

The day commenced witla welcome and was then officially launched by the director of
AONTAS, Berni Brady. Berni outlined the value of learning, the history of AONTAS and our
involvement with older learners, and the beneadit coming together as a networkfter which,
participants were asked to introduce themselves to the person on either side of them. In order
to get the views of what the participants would want out of the Older Learner Network the
group were asked to identify what they think the aim, oetmain thingsthat they want to
achieve are. Participantsdiscussed this with each other and noted down their ideas and
comments on posit notes. The notes were collected aacke included in this reportplease see
section4 LI NI A OA LI yiQa RAA&AOdzA&AZ2Y

Two presentations were made to the Older Learner Network. Firstly, Adele McKenna, Policy
and Research Officanith AONTAS 31 @S |y 2@SNWBASE 2F 6KIFGQa
government policy that affects older learners. Adeddso provided information onthe

outcomes ofa piece of research that AONTAS undek with Age and Opportunity Report on

the Lifelong Learning needs of Olderople. Thereason Adele gavihe inputwas to providea

picture of what current policy is so that we can work togetheirftiuence policy for the good

of older learnersA fact sheet on the areas discussed accompanies this report.

D S NJ h, @hwoSsiah &dult learnerkindly agreed to provide an input on his experience of
learning. This was used to stimulate ideas the discussion group$ater; Ger discussed a
projectin New Ross that celebrated its 800 yedrs involvement in a computer course (ECDL),
his assistance with a learner on the Back to Education Initiative (8&idEthe support he gave
dyslexic pupils in aotal school. Ger also discussed a theology course which he is currently
undertaking through distance learning from the Priory Institute, Tallaght. He noted the
discipline that is required for this form of learning and the duration of his involvement

DSNJ hQbSAf ¢ Louise Richardson

Participants were then given the opportunity to discuss and share expesemcehe
workshops.The focus of the discussions centrad the development and direction of the Older
Learner Network.



The followingguestions were posed to the groups:
1. What do you think of the idea of the Older Learner Network?
2. What do you want to get out of this?
3. What do you want to put into the Older Network? (What could you and your group do
for the older learner network)?
4. How willthat help AONTAS to promote lifelong learning needs of older people?
5. What are the main challenges that older learners face?

Sevenworkshopswere created and facilitated biPat Morrissey, DonadlValsh, Liam Kilbride,
WSyye DdzyyAy3as . SNYA . NI} Re 3 OutderBek &f tha @seuSsioyl | | Y F
groups in relation to the quesins are summarised in sectidr®? of this report.

After lunchthe guest speaker Louise Richardson (CEO Ol@&eM8y Qa b S g@kN] 0 3|
Louise focused on the value l&farning, the types of learning aritbw working together as a
Network is effective inobbying.Shedrew on her experiencen various boards and lobbying
activities to highlight the importance of existing government structures that include the areas
for development regarding older learners. She noted that in order to be truly effethiee
following existing policies should e focussed on suclas the Towards 2016¢ 10 year
Framework Social Partnership Agreement, The National Development Plar2@DB &ntitled
Transforming Ireland A Better Quality of Life for All and ttsgualityAuthority ¢ Implementing
equality for oldempeople Access was considered key to encouraging older learners, in obtaining
relevant effective education opportunities and also for participating in sociktfprmation
technology (IT), computer literacys important inpreventng people from being pat of the
digital divide.In terms of the health benefits of learning for older people active mind is
critical for health As Louise sat in on a number of workshops she discussed daime topics
which were raised and fed them back to the audience.id®glosed her input and highlighted
the importance of the local elections next year and the power learners have to bring the
message and needs of older learners forward

¢t2 Of2alsS GKS aSaarzy DbAlFYK hQwSAf f entskith®mKE A IK
report on the day and Berni Brady thankalllin attendance for their contribution anspoke of

moving forward with the outcomes of the meetinghe day concluded with an evaluatisa to

ensure that future meetings are shaped, influenced ancetrtbe needs of theDlder Learner

Network members.Participants were also asked to share information on courses they had
participated in; a list is outlined in appendix 1 of this report.

4.t F NIAOALN yG&aQ RA&AOdzaaAz2y

4.1 Aims of theOlder LearneiNetwork

The patrticipants of the Older Learner Network discussed what pezgeivethe aim of the
Network being.Three themes emerged from thdiscussionshare and utilise theéexpertiseof
the participants,provide recommendationsegarding the type of, and teaching methods used
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in learning for older people and Information sharing for participants and other organisations.
The importance of lobbying and strengthening thetwork was also highlighted by a number of
participants.Taldes 1, 2 and 3 document the aims as identified by participantsregarding
expertise learningand information Although it is difficult to pull all comments into specific
themes, it is hoped that the ideas of the network are represeriairly.

Table 1Proposed aims of the Network as identified by the participants at the meeting: expertise.

Expertise- The expertise of the participants should be recognize and utilized

A Set up a database of people who are available and willing to share their knowledge
expertise of a particular subject or area

A To find a platform to utilise the skills | have had over the years (retired teacher)

A Adults caild get great joy andsatisfaction in teaching what they know to othershildren,
other adults or people of all ages with learning disabilities where the only method is one
help. The supplier of the help must be positive. The learner must never feel it is his or
faultA ¥ AGQa y23G O2YAy3 | ONRAa

A Computers for older people to help younger people. To help younger parents at local e
Build new centre for older people to be role models for young men/boys. Not all young h
skills

A To make us as valued as the youmgd middle aged working community. To make ol
contribution and work to potential value. Specific experience and qualifications as a C'
younger people

A Encourage older people to do something new fonemselvesand not be discouraged by
LIS2LX S 6K2 R2y Qi glyld G20 al 1S 2f RSNJ LJ
feel invisible

A Teaching younger people (or under privileged) skills we have such as create art, croque
We need a lrary in our villag plus free broadband for older people

A Ways of mixing with younger peoplesharing skills. Making older people aware of the servic
available

A Centres available for anyone interested to explore the idea of educatiwith experts to
advise. A forumestablished where older people could participate imparting their knowled
to the younger generation. Lobbying on behalf of older people asking them what they wan

A After 65 our useour paid use? Strategic plan, learner network, Explore magazine




Table 2Proposed aims of the Network as identified by the participants at the meeting: learning.

Learning- the type of courses and the kinds of teaching required

A Use of technologyc familiarity with mobile phone, computers etcemails. This carhelp
people to become more independent and not have to rely on others for communication ¢
can help to bridge the generation gap

A Facilitation of offering courses of interest to adult learr® and older learners. Enhance tr
quality of life. IT

A More time for people who are not computer literate. More centres of learning should
available. More awareness of what should/could be available in your particular ar
Counselling ould be more readily available to older people that might need it

A Do things that are useful/interesting. EQ: Help people with things they can use in later

wiring a plug, how to budget (budget planning). Take people from where they areviere

they want to be. Make learning fun, but give it some purpose. Tryldbpeople progress, nc
matter how litle ¢ S@SNE GAYS® t N} AaS O2yadlydafed
positive ¢ turn negative into positive. Seek out what person had to contribute and spread t
throughout the group. Work in less welbff areas. Older Organisations seem to |
concentrated in better off places. Older people speaking at AONTAS meetings

A Would like to have more classes as when retirded2 dz K ¢S (KS GAYS (2
longed for. Have a variety of classesguit everyone



Finish college, university, spelling. IT skills. Special needs, senior supervisor

A safe place to feel comfortable in and to meekéminded people. A place for makin
friendships, creating new experiences, learning more about yourseH. space for different
styles of learningmore accessible to people, transport, funding.

Learn how to cope with the changes in the codteveryday living. Particularly how to manag
small investments and tax issues. To be able to manage the technalodlye house hold like
mobile phones

Would like to see lists of people who are interested in a particular subject eg: learRiremch

Computer skill to help cope with email. Access to booking tickets and broadband tc
available to all. Use mobilphones to text like the kids do. More men.

Would like to see AONTAS approaching Universities with a viewnaking degree level course
available to older people

Make learning a social activity. Encourage group studies, visits to theatre, gallerieslapd
trips or holidays that are within the budget of the older people. (Went to a full time course
which included computer studies. After 2 years only 1 person did the exam and got it. Wh

Age with confidence. Computer link, library. Run courségader fundersgrants, all
information

To cultivate the many ways of keepingio mental capabilities active and quality of life




Table 3Proposed aims of the Network as identified by the participants at the meeting: Information

Information - sharing for participants and other organisations

A Advertise, interact,and spreadyour ideas. Be willing to help. Be heard and spread ideas.
Give each member 2 mites-OK | yOS (2 AYLI NI yS¢é ARSIao
SELISNASYOS 2F 2f RSNJ LIS2L) SQ& NA3IKGA

A Feel we need more knowledge of what is available in VEC and other areas of adult educat
as well as costs involved and more morning courses as evening timeaatrsuitable to all.
Any available monetary assistance with Open University courses as very little known

A Support, information, motivation, communication, opening up possibilities, Reaching out,
tackling isolation, collective voice

A Means of generating interest amongst adults if the learning opportunites are available.
Enabling adults to admit and remedy their basic literacy deficiencies. ldentifying subjects
likely to promote interest in further education

A To make information on adlt education more available maybe through newsletters or
magazines. Meetings to interact with other people

A Needing local library. Need to learn computers. Place where local people can walk in saft
Rural transport

Other points that were raised in relation to the aim of tiNetwork induding the need for
lobbyingg Wt 200&Ay3 2y oO0SKIFIEF 2F 2f RSNJ LIS2LX S | ai.
3 dzA R | efit@Savallable for anyone interested to explore the idea afaadion with experts

G2 FTROAASQZ YR I AGNRyYy3 ySG¢2N] GKIFIG ¢2dz R a

4.2 Discussion workshops

Participantswere broken into severfacilitated discussion groupwhich focussed on five
guestions. The thrustf the discussions centred ondldevelopment and direction of the Older
Learner Network.

1. What do you think of the idea of the Older Learner Network?

The overall view of the Network was that it is a very positive initiafhet t will provide an
exciting, necessary resourcghich uses social interaction, the exchange of experience and
expertise to create a strong advocacy body of older learrngns. network will provide a visible,
strong group that will allow engagement with others and thus overcome isolation whilst
providing theopportunity to witness other views and challenge our own. As an advocacy group
it will provide strength in numbers that will identify issues and their solutions. It will act as an



umbrella group to promote greater interaction between organisation and agsngertaining
to the needs of older learners.

2. What do you want to get out of the network?

Participantsidentified a number of themes that they want to benefit from as part of the
network.

Skills: ldentification and acknowledgement of existing skillsdaexpertise of network
participants plus developmenif new skills, such as computeasd new technologies, were
highlighted as important.

Information: The need for information in relation to learning was highlighted: how to access
programmes and fundinghow to value and encourage the sharing of information; how to
obtain specific information on guidance, counselling, opportunities and supports for older
learners.

Network: In terms of benefitting from the network collectivenessrength, unity and solidarity
were identified as attributeshat enable participants to benefit individually aad a collective
group. Social interaction withothers, in particular with like-minded people was seen as
another benefit of being part ohie older learner network.

Lobbying: The opportunityof lobbying for the needs of older learners was seen as real and
definite benefit of the network: the strength of a network is far greater than an individual and
collectively we are greater than a surhaur parts in that we can collectively identify issues and
present solutions. The network is a nucleus for other organisations to lobby.

3. What do you want to put into the Older Network? (What could you and your group do for
the older learner network)?

Paticipants noted a number of supports that they could provide to the network. Firstly,
participantsoffered to reach others, especialylinerable peopleand encourage them to join

the networkor return to learning. Warmth, support, care, respect and ensuring there is a sense

of belonging wasalso offered by participants. Furthermore, discussion and identification of

2t RSNJ f SI NYSNBEQ ySSRa FyR 2FFSNAYyInumberRSt a 27
discussion groups noted that the network should be expanded through a number of methods,
media (local), website and to encourage participants to bring another learner to the next
meeting and thus to increase size and momentum of the group.
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4. How will that help AONTAS to promote lifelong learning needs of older people?

The vast experience and skills of the Network will ensure that AONTAS is aware of the issues
and needs of older learners at grassroots and will assist in the identificatiareafs for
addressing suchl'he Network can also be effective in promoting the needs of older learners
through local awareness raising and involvement in local election activities and lobbying.
Information from the network can also be used to identify aréasfuture research, to provide

case studies for AONTAS and ensure that AONTAS remains an inclusive organisation that is
NBalLRyairgdsS (2 Ada YSYOSNEQ ySSRao

5. What are the main challenges that older learners face?

A needs assessment foider learners is required in order to ensure that servieesurately
reflect the requirements of learners, this must also take into accalat not all learning must

be academic and that other outcomes of learning must also be valued in terrhsatth,
transition to retirement, for social contact and personal realisatibearning must cater for
needs,from practical: in terms of understanding tax issues to household chores, to computer
training topersonal:self developmentThis learning needs assassnt could be carried out by
local adult education service providers.

One point that arose during a number of questiongh most groups was the lack of men
undertaking learningMen must be encouraged to return to learning whilst respecting and
understanding their specific needs and requirements. Practical courses are important but also a
gender balance in classes is required.
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Challenges for older learnerthat were discussedhclude the personal barriers they face, the
FSFENI 2F NARAOdz ST (GKS ySSR F2NJ I &dzLJLIR2 NI A GS
understanding and suitably qualified tutors. Transpomafice and access to computers were

also identified as a chalhge together with the need foa change in perceptions regarding

older people returning to learning.

Finally,the name of the Older Learner Network could beanged;one idea proposed was

W{SYA2NJ [ SINYSNI bSlig2N] Qb 2 6 seé K this amOiyfentds (G o A
satisfactory.

5. Going forward fothe Older Learner Network

The overall response from the participants was that the Network is a positive initiative that
should be supportedand continued in partnership with otheorganisations with similar
objectives.The participants have a wealth of expertise that should be drawn on for future
meetings and for shaping the work of the Network. The Network can also act as a space for
sharing experience, information and ideas and follemive action on the needs of older
learners. The participants are also ideally placed to act as a resource forafatalational
education providers in order to identify the learning needs of older people.

In order to maintainil K S b S indneMUmeking action orspecific areas is required. This
reports set outto outline the overall response of the Network participants to the exploratory
meeting and a number of specific actions have been identified:

Future Meetings
A Greater participation of learnms during themeetings
A Ensure there is ample time for discussion groups
A Sharing of previous experience is vital
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