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Are you never too old to learn?
Why do older people want to participate in education or study and gain qualifications?

The term for a mature student can be applied to any person wishing to start a degree course who is over twenty one years of age. The term ‘older’ is used in this study to refer to the age group of over forty five years old.
A report issued by House of Commons Library (Hubble & Bolton, 2020) the briefing paper highlighted a trend that showed a concerning decrease in numbers of older students entering higher education. The briefing paper admitted there is no official definition of a mature student. (Hubble & Bolton, 2020) This term is usually used when referring to students who are older at the start of an undergraduate degree course and those who are over twenty one.
Confidence in their own abilities is required by older students, initially confidence in being able to go through those gates on your first day. This will be followed by knocks to your initial confidence, troubling and confusing terminology such as what is a citation? References and academic writing are a mystery, instead of term it is called semester. An older person may not be familiar with the terms used in academia and would possibly feel they do not have the intelligence to complete the work to a high enough standard. 
Exploring what is the difference between Education, Learning and Training. In the general sense, the term training implies the act of imparting a special skill or behaviour to a person, which is offered to employees of operational level. It is not always seen as exactly the same as education, which is a process of systematic learning of a subject in the higher education provider that develops a sense of judgment and reasoning.
By the term education, we usually mean learning in the classroom to acquire certain knowledge. It is aimed to deliver knowledge about facts, events, values, beliefs, general concepts, principles to the learners. This helps in developing a sense of reasoning, understanding, judgement and intellect in an individual.
The key differences between Education and Training are that training usually refers to vocational skills, learning by doing or experiential learning. Education is a system of learning gaining theoretical knowledge of a subject in a formal setting. .
[bookmark: KeyDifferences][bookmark: Conclusion]The work environment is changing and the approach towards training and education is also changing. Normally, it is presumed that every working person who is going to take training, has got some formal education. Moreover, it is also true that there is no training program which is conducted without education.
Although past education is common for all employees, regardless of their previous participation or attainment, when delivering training this must be taken into consideration. Difficult for delivery to older adults whose literacy and numeracy could be compromised, ‘one size does not fit all’. The employers should consider both the elements, at the time of planning their training program because there are instances when the employees need to take decisions themselves regarding their work, where education is as important as training.
Motivation
The reasons older students have given to this question ‘why did you enter higher education so late in life?’ are diverse and varied. Their motivation and thirst for knowledge does not originate from just one place. The number of reasons is as varied as the number of older students. In an article Columbia Southern University, they list six main reasons. (Link, 2019) Number one is the reason you are doing it for yourself, two on the list is for your family, three is for career achievement and four is career advancement, five is to increase your career options and number six at the bottom of the list is for your financial future. 
The University of the third age (U3A) is worldwide and in the UK it was founded over 35 years ago, U3A aims to encourage groups of people in their third age to come together and continue their enjoyment of learning in subjects of interest to them. U3A went as far as ranking the top eight reasons for people enrolling that were given by their older student cohort. Starting with number eight  was to socialise, number seven was to gain a new philosophy sixth was acquiring a new perspective, fifth is to meet people, fourth is to better understand problems, third is to get practical information, second was to gain self-knowledge and at number one is simply to learn more. 
What are the barriers for older students?
Is the present system for finance for student’s providing what students, of any age need? Are the rules for funding showing students their ambitions and goals are not being valued by British Government and devolved nations? 
Graduate student life has many advantages. You can do most of your work from anywhere and you still get student discounts.  But are you expecting  to be a graduate student forever? As the author Brian Samaki said in a blog ‘The life of the mind is an alluring idea, but at some point would you want a job you can explain to your relatives, a liveable income, and the prospect of  an excellent occupational pension on retirement?’ (Sarnaki, 2015) The concept of the ‘eternal student’ is well known and serves to foster prejudice against those who value being well educated. 
Why would a person want to spend time and money in their late forties and older to gain a degree? One reason could be is that when a person gets to that age hopefully their family responsibilities are already decreasing, both financially and also  demands on their time. This could be the perfect time to concentrate on themselves and what they want. The survey by the Learning and Work Institute conducted  (Smith, et al., 2019) about Adult Participation in Learning clearly shows this thinking among the age ranges surveyed. 
The percentages or people who answered this question. “What would be the likelihood of doing a degree in future?” drop down dramatically the older the respondent (Smith, et al., 2019). Between the age of forty five and seventy five plus the percentage goes from 10% down to 2% for the oldest. On the younger side of the age spectrum, seventeen years old to forty four years old, the percentage goes from 63% for seventeen years to 21% for forty four years.
The table showing the results of the survey does illustrate that respondents from social grade C1 are more likely to do a degree in the future at 24%. C1 social grade includes Supervisory, clerical & junior managerial, administrative, professional occupations.
Currently, it is important to recognise that the length of our working lives are extending. In 2021 retirement age, when you get a state pension, is now sixty seven years. When the state pension age for women was extended to be equal to that of men, almost overnight, a woman born in 1953 after the tax year end would have their working life extended by five years. The life expectancy of the population in the UK is  rising but not by a great amount. On the Office for National statistics website they report the life expectancy at age 65 years was 18.8 years for males and 21.1 years for females, with an improvement of 6.3 weeks for both males and females (Anon., 2020) 
The U3A movement is non-religious and non-political and has three main principles:
The Third Age Principle for Membership of a U3A is open to all in their third age, which is defined not by a particular age but by a period in life in which full time employment has ceased. The Self-help Learning Principle. Members form interest groups covering as wide a range of topics and activities as they desire by the members, for the members. No qualifications are sought or offered. The Mutual Aid Principle  Each U3A is a mutual aid organisation, operationally independent .
Writing about Universities of the Third Age U3A Marvin Formosa praises the movement but urges caution, the movement, he believes “may at times function as yet another example of a glorified occupational therapy that is both conservative and oppressive” (Formosa, 2010). 
The Open University is a distance learning organisation and caters for students wanting full or part time study (Open University, 2021). It has the largest number of university students, in academic year 2017/2018 they had 174,898. They also have 27,000 disabled students and this works for both students with mobility issues or depending on local care givers, moving away would not be possible for them. The Open University awards accredited qualifications from diplomas to degree level. They have helped over two million people to reach their potential. Many prisons will allow inmates to take a course of study with the Open University and this has been of mutual benefit for prisons and students which would assist them to find employment when they have completed their sentence. The courses can last the traditional three years for a degree or if the student wishes to study part time because of work or health they can extend it to six years. The costs are less and an honours degree is £1284 per annum studied over six years the total cost is £7,704.
Stereotypes for both young and older students will just reinforce prejudice and preconceived ideas of the ‘eternal student’. Look at any University website now and you will usually see the marketing is targeted at young people just by the photographs they post. The BBC also reported on this issue (Coughlan, 2018). The 2018 report from the MillionPlus,The Association for Modern Universities (Universities, 2018) urges the UK Government, The Office for Students (Office for Students, 2020) and Universities to prioritise the engagement of potential older students. This report was written three years prior to the Pandemic and reading it now in 2021 it’s recommendations are relevant to the UK and the devastating effect the Pandemic has had on our economy. Loss of employment opportunities and redundancies, due to the pandemic, have hit people’s finances hard.
One of the key recommendations for the UK Government is to ‘Establish a tuition fee loan wright-off for Nursing students in England… this will combat problems with both recruitment and retention’. We now know, after a year dealing with Covid this recommendation is relevant. Upskilling and re-training nurses who have retired or left the profession, who have a plethora of experience, would be an opportunity to show them how much they are valued and keep the dedication and skills needed for this role. (Universities, 2018)  
Another key recommendation asks the UK Government and devolved nations to assess if there is adequate financial support for the lowest household incomes. Improve support for the most disadvantaged as they are not having to rely on earning enough income and then not being able to devote enough time to their studies.
Remembering the equivalent and lower qualifications (ELQ) restrictions (Universities, 2018) will adversely affect the current workforce and should be relaxed. The devastating affect of the Pandemic on the UK economy could be mitigated if workers with the necessary skills are allowed to apply for funding to retrain. They would already have valuable skills, for example existing work ethic, IT skills, willingness to retrain and good record of attendance. Within the report they refer to ‘second chance learners’ and how many people who attended University at eighteen regretted their choice of subject when trying to get employment?
Within the report there is also a worry that the numbers of older students are falling, and between 2011 and 2017 numbers fell by 20% and that resulted in 122,060 fewer students. Nursing has suffered in the same time frame and older students doing nursing fell by 49%. Census data released on 2011 revealed that twenty million of the working population in the UK do not have a level four qualification or above. (Universities, 2018) At the last count only 750,000 were eighteen years of age so older people represent a large pool of potential students in the UK.
Taking this further who should pay for Higher Education for older students? In the Journal of Philosophy of education  (Bou-Habib, 2010) discusses the debate about should the beneficiary pay? This may be logical to some people but taking a closer look it does not stand up to scrutiny. Should the National Health Service pay for cosmetic surgery with no evidence of the person requiring it for anything other than enhancing appearance? This could also be extended to breast surgery for women who have had cancer as this would be life saving in the first instance by removing the breast tissue, but should we then do reconstructive surgery? Using an example that is relevant to the debate on paying for education why do students not pay for the two years doing A level at either sixth form or colleges which is post compulsory education?
The conclusions drawn from this study are 
There must be a concerted effort in marketing higher education to older people dispelling the myth the older are not intelligent enough and a positive message that it is within reach.
The cost of a degree level education is high but needs to be balanced with the value which is rarely highlighted in any study. Value being in terms of the older students increased self esteem and value to the UK economy which has suffered due to lockdowns and restrictions.
It can be delivered either full or part time so working and earning a living can be possible. 
Universities and Higher Education Providers need to be agile and change the way they work while ensuring they balance the prestige that a degree level education can bring.   
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