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Later-Life Learning and Older Women 

Learners: A Feminist Commentary

Marvin Formosa

Abstract: Later-life learning continues to remain well under the radar as far as feminist 

theorising and empirical research are concerned. This exclusion is surprising considering that 

older women make up the majority of learners in later-life learning programmes. This essay 

has three objectives: to present the available knowledge on older women and learning given 

literature on older adult learning, with a special reference to the University of the Third Age 

diversities of older women by highlighting the significance of socially diverse factors such as 

class, ethnicity, and age in shaping their learning experiences or lack thereof. In an ageing 

society, organisations such as U3As and WIs have the potential to improve the quality of life 

of older women and the overall community in which they live. However, their role in enabling 

older women to attain some level of critical consciousness by leading them to reflect on 

everyday realities and analyse the relationships between personal contexts and the wider 

social forces of marginalisation was found to be marginal at best.
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Recent decades have seen considerable academic attention devoted to the impact 

of gender relations on adult learning and human ageing. While feminist educators 

have highlighted how males’ positionality as the promoters of ideas is responsible for 

the masculinist tendencies in theories and practices in adult education (Zarestky et 

theorise gender relations as power relations that are embedded and institutionalised 

in social arenas and that have vital consequences for the life chances of ageing 
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well under the radar as far as feminist theorising and empirical research are concerned 

immune to gender and feminist inferences. On one hand, educational gerontologists 

dedicated scant attention to older women’s experiences and trajectories. Despite the 

considerable interest in learning among older men observed in the new millennium, 

largely as a result of the successful global travails of Men’s Sheds (Carragher, Golding 

hand, feminist educators and gerontologists alike have overlooked the question of 

older adult learning. While the attention of the former has remained narrowly focused 

on the middle-age phase of the life course, the preoccupation of the latter has 

been restricted to the issue as a ‘social problem’, with a focus on the ways in which 

older women tend to be poorer, more vulnerable to abuse, and severely lacking in 

access to affordable health care. Such exclusionary trends in older adult learning are 

highly surprising considering the heavily gender-biased rates of participation, as it 

is common for older women to outnumber men by three to one in some later-life 

This essay was intended to address the prevailing lack of feminist debate on later-life 

learning and older women learning.  Its impetus arose from both my long-standing 

personal engagement with radical approaches to education and learning and from 

practices of lifelong learning … are gendered in their construction and effects’. This 

has resulted in a very limited understanding of older women’s learning amongst 

adult educators and educational gerontologists, so that many learning practices 

with older women continue to be based on obsolete or, in the worst-case scenario, 

on ‘malestream’ information and perspectives. Although a number of studies on 

older adult learning did draw on the life history of learners (Broecher, Davis, Painter 

valued in its own right and within a broader social context that encompasses the 

practices with older women lose much of their efficacy if facilitators remain unaware 

or insensitive to how society, for instance, systemically denigrates older women, 

excludes them from the mainstream of educational opportunities and productive life, 
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and judges them primarily in terms of their appearance and declining skills (Withnall 

The objectives of this essay were threefold. The first objective was to compile 

an exposition of the available knowledge about older women and their learning, 

given that this information remains undocumented. The second endeavour was to 

apply a feminist critique to mainstream literature on later-life learning, with a special 

reference to the University of the Third Age (U3A) and Women’s Institutes (WIs), which 

are two of the most successful institutions involved in older adult learning. Finally, the 

essay sought to promote a cultural understanding of the similarities and diversities of 

older women by highlighting the significance of such factors as class, ethnicity, and 

age in shaping their learning experiences and opportunities or lack thereof.

Feminist education and later-life learning

a ‘movement to end sexism, sexist exploitation, and oppression’. However, feminism 

is a highly contested concept. There are many strands of feminist education, and 

different models have adopted different theoretical standpoints. For instance, the 

psychological model prioritised the creation of learning support networks that enable 

women to speak about their experiences and see themselves as ‘knowers’ who are 

lauded for foregrounding learners’ experiences as women and emphasising affective 

as well as rational knowing, its individualistic orientation implied a complete lack 

of attention to race, ethnicity, and class differences, and hence failed to account 

for differences between women or differences in power relations based on various 

positionalities. In response, other feminists adopted a structural outlook that both 

the learners’ diverse positionality resulting from unequal power relations, such a turn 

was nevertheless criticised for downplaying the individual’s capacity for agency. In 

account for the individual’s capacity for agency, the capacity to have some control 

outside of these social structures’.

One possible way to transcend the limitations of such models is provided by poststructural 

feminism, which forms a synthesis of the psychological and liberatory models to promote 

both personal emancipation and public action. The poststructural approach is able to 

account for all four recurring themes that underlie feminist pedagogy: how knowledge 

is constructed, the development of voice, the authority of students and teachers, 
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…would emphasize the importance of relationship and connection to learning, 

but also account for the fact that power relations based on a multitude of factors 

including gender, race, and class are always present in the learning environment 

and affect both how knowledge is constructed on the individual level as well as 

the social and political factors that affect as what counts as ‘official’ knowledge 

and how it is disseminated.

This perspective devotes attention to the role of power in how knowledge is 

shaped and disseminated in the classroom and, perhaps more importantly, in society 

at large by recognising how the self constructs knowledge in relation to others, and 

how both the self and others are situated and positioned within social structures that 

are simultaneously privileged and oppressed. Poststructural feminism strives to give 

a ‘voice’ to those who have been traditionally marginalised in adult education. It also 

problematises the power and authority of the teacher and considers the potentials 

and ramifications of the learning event for redistributing power. Finally, it addresses 

both the differences and similarities of learners by using participants’ autobiographical 

and life experiences, rather than falling into the trap of homogenising all women as 

equally oppressed, which is usually the case in critical pedagogy.

Bearing in mind that feminist thought has had an interest in/has been discussing 

later-life learning to long ago have incorporated a sensitivity to gendered and feminist 

considerations. Regrettably, this failed to materialise, and to date there have been 

few analytical and empirical attempts to apply a feminist lens to later-life learning. 

pre-retirement learning initiatives for adopting a male ‘gaze’ by assuming that later 

life is a ‘time of personal freedom and choice’, when for older women the work of 

household chores and caring continues and may even intensify as husbands and other 

although learning programmes designed for later life are based on a personal growth 

concept and are therefore an excellent means for facilitating social participation and 

personal development, they ‘fall far short in being instrumental in significantly altering 

the well-being of aging women or changing either personal or societal concepts 

about old age and older women’. She also rejected the malestream assumption 

behind the functionalist rationales for older adult learning that the role-discontinuity 

of retirement is something that only affects men, while the real crisis that affects 

women is widowhood. She thus advocated for later-life learning to distance itself 

from objectives that prioritise individual learning or development ‘tasks’ and instead 
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to adopt strategies that initiate ‘both personal and social change in quality-of-life 

Researchers also examined the choices and constraints that older women 

experience in accessing learning by focusing on the lifelong learning programmes 

organised by the National Federation of Women’s Institutes (NFWI). Founded in the 

make an impact in their communities, to influence local, national and world issues 

affecting the social, economic and environmental life of families and communities, 

has managed Denman College as its residential academy to run a wide variety of 

educational courses, which last from two to four days and range from ‘personal 

development’ programmes focusing on beauty and fashion to modules on social 

studies, history, and public affairs2

older women learners value Denman College as a ‘safe space’ and an opportunity 

to acquire knowledge and new skills, something that was particularly appreciated 

during difficult times such as retirement and widowhood, as such activities helped 

them to gain confidence, develop new interests, and build their social networks 

learning initiatives served to anchor older women in gendered expectations about 

traditional roles:

Women are taught how to dress and wear make-up as well as how to undertake 

a host of feminine arts and crafts. And they are taught how to enhance their 

cooking skills, the better to produce that homemade jam. Learning these things 

makes women more fulfilled, and enables them to be better wives and mothers 

(despite the fact that none of them are likely to have children at home).

The learning experience at Denman College was also criticised for approaching 

older women as a homogenous group characterised by middle-class (gendered) 

identities and for remaining relatively insensitive to the fact that older women are 

more vulnerable to poverty, social exclusion, and morbidity compared to their male 

2 Board of Trustees issued a statement announcing the closure of Denman College 

book and participate in a range of virtual learning programmes.
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the fact that older women learners continued to be constrained by the gendered 

and traditional constructions of them as wives and mothers that defined them 

sceptical that the positive benefits of the learning programmes at WIs were being 

experienced by a growing ageing population characterised by loneliness, isolation, 

and social exclusion. They concluded that in retirement the choices that exist for 

older women learners (still) ‘are largely influenced by family responsibilities, money, 

networks of support as well as the expectations of the wider community’ (Etienne, 

Older women learners

Research has also focused directly on the experiences and benefits of learning among 

from their male peers of the same age and from younger women in that they are 

more likely to be self-directed, be interested in self-fulfilment learning, and express 

a preference for liberal over vocational learning subjects. Similarly, McFadden and 

threw cold water on mainstream lifelong learning policy by pointing out that its 

emphasis on employability, jobs, and working lives was at odds the inclusive goal of 

widening participation to include people – such as older women – who had previously 

prevented from taking up learning opportunities because of social and economic 

constraints. In an attempt to reverse this situation, she launched a lifelong learning 

project that engaged older women in Australia in the processes of writing, public 

speaking, performing, and film-making, and provided an inspiring account of the 

potential and benefits of learning for achieving social transformation in older women’s 

lives. In her own words, the project

…produced change in the older women’s lives. Meeting together in the 

workshops the women found a community of survivors, a space of friendship 

and laughter and a place to be taken seriously as learners. But the narrative 

work also had significant material effects on the older women’s sense of well-

being and survival. Through the process of physically remaking stories of ageing 

in film, writing and performance, many women began to rewrite themselves as 

well as their texts.
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In direct contrast to the ominous warnings about the burdens that an ageing 

population is having on public welfare programmes, Maidment and Macfarlane 

Australian older women to community fundraising, building social networks, and 

providing each other with learning opportunities. The benefits went well beyond 

the customary ones that revolve around learning craft-making skills, like the ‘mutual 

sharing of resources such as knitting and sewing patterns and specialist equipment, 

car pooling, recipes, health information, home maintenance help, financial tips, and 

hospitality” imbued participants with higher levels of social capital’ (Maidment, 

Survey research on the perceived motivations and benefits on behalf of older 

learners also found distinct patterns of difference due to the influence of gender. In 

past alumni of a ‘senior course of studies’ at the University of Wuppertal and found 

that many older women became motivated to get involved in learning following some 

life crisis – for example, retirement, children leaving the family home, a serious illness, 

out that they were often prevented in pursuing their wish to start learning something 

by their husbands and by the gendered role expectations of their families, so it would 

have been a struggle to attend classes. Interestingly, older women were not only 

discouraged by family expectations but also by women in their social network of the 

same age who preferred to interact with family members and significant contacts 

rather than generalised others. Sagebiel revealed various gendered differences in 

learning:

The female mode of learning concentrates as much on achievement in 

subject matters as on creating a communicative learning atmosphere, while 

men concentrate solely on their own performance. Although interviews and 

observations have shown that women and men often suffer from similar learning 

difficulties, men seldom talk of any learning problems or weaknesses while 

women demonstrate a willingness to reflect upon their perceived limitations.

were generally more enthusiastic and appreciative of the opportunity to engage in 

later-life learning, and generally favoured crafts and fitness classes over courses related 

to practical knowledge and skills such as information and communication technology. 

In the authors’ view, this was because:
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…older women feel freer and want to learn something new for joy and self-

realization in group settings, which reflects traditional gender life course and 

socialization … it should be underscored that practical and social motivations and 

benefits (e.g., to keep myself physically active, to take courses with affordable 

fees, to meet new people and make friends, I found learning keeps me going in 

difficult times) were far more frequently reported by women in this study. This 

implies that women may use the program as a coping strategy as well.

Universities of the Third Age (U3As) have also been the subject of numerous 

research initiatives in the past two decades, and this has included a focus on gendered 

3 and can be defined as ‘socio-cultural centres where senior citizens may 

acquire new knowledge of significant issues, or validate the knowledge which they 

already possess, in an agreeable milieu and in accordance with easy and acceptable 

methods, with the objective of preserving their vitality and participating in the life of 

to do so in the way that works best for them, there are two main U3A models. While 

U3As that follow the Francophone model form part of a traditional university set-up 

and are thus able to make use of its premises, human resources, and financial funds, 

others that follow the Anglophone model are independent, autonomous, and based 

on the ‘mutual-aid’ principle4

approached later-life learning very differently. Whilst men were inclined to adopt an 

indifferent approach to learning in later life, women deemed later-life learning an 

opportunity to do things denied them during middle age. In Williamson’s words,

3 The U3A movement has not only withstood the test of time but has also witnessed a substantial increase 

4 Irrespective of the model adopted, the differences between U3As and WIs are unmistakable. The WI 

was developed as a feminist movement that ‘has provided a significant space for feminist activity since 

, as surely evidenced by their campaigns for the rights of 

The U3A, on the other hand, is unapologetically ‘non-political’ (Third Age Trust n.d.) and ‘non-sectarian’, 

and centres do not take a public stance on any contentious contemporary issues such as climate change 
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Some women, once they lose their husbands, become free, come to life, and 

like to do many of the things they’ve wanted to all their lives and haven’t been 

able to…They had been drawn toward the further learning which U3A courses 

afforded them for reasons associated with their own life histories including lost 

educational opportunities, child rearing and domestic responsibilities, a need to 

get out and do things...

Many of the women interviewed by Williamson pointed out that being in the third 

age gave them a great sense of freedom since they had had fewer opportunities 

than men to pursue their interests outside the home prior to retirement, despite their 

wanting to participate in a diversity of social and cultural activities. As in Sagebiel’s 

their husbands’ as well their own misgivings in order to get a break from domestic 

‘education begets education phenomenon’ – as older persons with higher levels of 

education (and financial security) tend to return to continue their learning journey well 

into retirement. Another study on older women attending a U3A situated in Malta 

found that despite being more numerous in the classroom, they still tended to be 

less visible than male learners, who tended to dominate the discussion even when 

in the minority

that most educators organised the learning sessions in ‘teacher-led’ ways and they 

disliked being ‘treated like kids’ when they possessed a wealth of life experience and 

 Given that this article will make multiple references to studies on the University of the Third Age in 

Malta, we should here add a note to help explain the role of women in Malta in a socio-cultural context 

strongly to the so-called ‘southern model of welfare’, which means that since state provision for care is 

marginal, people are dependent on female relatives for care. The fact that Malta is also a Catholic country 

and strongly influenced by male-dominated trade unions, this ‘familialism’ coincides with a strong ‘male 

breadwinner model’. Suffice it to say that although the marriage bar to working after marriage was lifted 

inactive in the labour market either out of personal choice or due to social pressure, and it was only in the 

This ‘maternalist’ discourse was also championed by the state, which tried to entice women to assume 

responsibility for caring for frail relatives by offering a ‘carer’s benefit/allowance’ pegged at an amount 

equal to half the minimum wage.
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learning may emerge as a ‘reflection of masculine suppositions regarding later life’, 

and thus there is urgent need for later-life learning to ‘focus on women’s abilities on 

creating positive images and on having meaning and relevance at an individual level’ 

In a ground-breaking study on older women within the context of U3As in Poland, 

that could be mobilized to mount active resistance’. During her field research, she 

uncovered stories of older women whose lives were transformed by the power of 

subjective and emotional responses to the socially imagined ways of being old. One 

informant, Julia, was certainly a case in point:

Shortly after she retired … she began to panic … for the first time, she had a lot 

of free time…For Julia, her work had been her main orientation…Her friends 

provided her with resources and helped to direct her towards a new space - the 

U3A. Julia saw that there was a world outside of her former workplace, that 

things were happening, and she wanted to be part of it. She gladly joined to 

realize that, ‘I have found my way for the second time in my life’ (the first time 

was when she decided on her occupation as a teacher).

mitigated against the sexist and ageist discourses that remove the bodies of older 

women from the public sphere by relegating them to an invisible space, and that 

they did this by becoming a ‘space for women’s activism and of embracing their 

womanhood’. While older women are generally stereotypically pigeonholed as 

grandmothers, this is only one of many roles they enjoy performing, and Wilińska’s 

to enter public spaces to mark their presence and to become visible’. Although this 

occurs at the individual level and is not affected by the feminist emphasis on solidarity 

offering a different perspective on the organisation and mobilisation of older women 

via the vehicle of later-life learning.

The construction of knowledge and giving people a voice

One key strategy of feminist adult education is enabling learners to ‘see with a third 

recognising how ‘social structures and power relations affect not only how knowledge 
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has been produced in a society’, but also ‘how what has counted as “knowledge” 

has shown that this has not been done in later-life learning. For instance, past 

and current developments in pre-retirement learning are marked by an extensive 

preoccupation with softening the negative effects of the so-called crisis of losing 

one’s paid employment, and therefore, ‘retirement’ and ‘post-employment’ are 

treated as equivalent. Pre-retirement learning continues to be geared to the needs 

and interests of men and tends to exclude ageing women whose adult lives may have 

been circumscribed by the gendered expectation that a wife’s primary responsibility 

is to ensure that her husband and offspring have a ‘home sweet home’ to return to, 

and who now require guidance on how to overcome these domestic boundaries, 

which keep them isolated and lonely in later life. The fact that most pre-retirement 

than at community centres, suggests that older women are still not take seriously 

as learners and as producers of knowledge. This contradicts the inclusive goals of 

lifelong learning, especially in terms of widening participation to people previously 

marginalised from educational opportunities due to social, economic, or geographical 

constraints. The fact that women have a longer life expectancy than men, and thus 

outnumber them in later life, not only makes their inclusion in the pre-retirement 

preparation for retirement an urgent matter, but also means that there is a need for 

specifically tailored programmes that do not resemble ‘training courses’ and a need 

to include women educators and women-friendly curricula and styles of presentation 

in these programmes.

region found that most centres follow a malestream ‘banking’ educational model, 

as if the ‘students are “objects” into which teachers pour prescribed knowledge’ 

attempt on behalf of educators to discuss with or prompt learners as to how socio-

structural systems of privilege and oppression – such as race, ethnicity, class, religion, 

sexual orientation, and, most importantly for the research here, gender – impact 

the construction and validations of knowledge. Irrespective of the specific learning 

objectives and outcomes, the contribution of women was never foregrounded in 

Maltese U3A noted that, for instance, study-units on sociology, anthropology and 

criminology only presented and discussed the works and thoughts of male scholars 

(e.g. Marx, Durkheim, Weber, Levi-Strauss, Lombroso, etc.). The educators even went 

so far as to describe such theorists as the ‘founding fathers’ of the disciplines in 

question, as if all the protagonists in the construction of the social sciences were 

men. Similarly, in learning programmes on foreign literature only books written by 
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male authors were studied (e.g. Shakespeare, Dickens, Twain, Hardy, etc.), and in 

religious seminars the texts that were studied hinted at the mental, moral, and spiritual 

inferiority of women. Not only was a focus on women’s rights completely absent 

during his observation period, but the way women were represented or portrayed 

was firmly entrenched in the sphere of domesticity, with the most dominant images 

being mothers and homemakers, and with an emphasis on (promoting?) proficiency 

in such (female) leisure pursuits as knitting and quilting. The automatic assumption 

was that whilst older men learners came to the U3A on the back of a long career 

in occupational enterprises, women were supposed to have spent their adulthood 

at home.

Putting such annotations and other research in perspective (e.g. Robbins-Ruszkowski 

reflects the way older women’s stories may even negate the ‘home sweet home’ 

images of stability by representing ‘homemaking’ ‘as a lifelong process of change, 

of remaking and rebuilding after a divorce or the death of a child or spouse … or ill 

at the Maltese U3A older widows found themselves in double jeopardy, as they were 

perceived and labelled as ‘unfortunate’ and ‘vulnerable’ persons for whom the U3A 

served as a therapeutic activity to alleviate their loneliness and isolation. However, 

this perception did not apply to widowers, as men were viewed as independent and 

mentally and physically strong. Finally, the fact that the majority of U3A managers 

which advocates equal participation in decision-making. There is no doubt that solely 

ensuring the social inclusion of older women in the U3A is definitely not enough, since 

‘inclusivity’ often means being included as part of the dominant ideology, whereby the 

values and experiences of marginalised groups remain ignored or rendered invisible. 

Of course, as one anonymous reviewer pointed out, it could be argued that the role 

of U3As is not to build the capacity of feminist adult education per se but to provide 

an opportunity for education and to inform and empower the learners. Wilińska’s 

room for further research into this aspect through comparative studies.

Despite NFWI’s commendable travails in political advocacy, Denman College still 

failed to deliver a ‘personalised’ learning experience. Despite research at WIs uncovered 

a willingness on behalf of women to ‘share experiences’, to ‘get on with others’, and to 

commandeered by an almost exclusively middle-class habitus. While most chairmen 

and women described their social class standing as ‘middle’ or ‘professional’, with 

very few exceptions identifying themselves as ‘working-class’, at the same time they 
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bolstered a sense of class closure by expecting that fellow members are ‘people like 

classness, since subjects can rest on non-material resources and cultural symbols to 

mark their social distinction:

The middle-class habitus of both the WI and the College is embodied in the 

bedrooms of the College, decorated and furnished by individual Federations in 

styles recognised by the students at the College and enabling them to ‘feel at 

home.’ It is also one of the roles of the College chairmen to ensure that students 

continue to feel at home throughout their stay.

The fact that many of the past courses on offer at Denman College were rooted 

in women’s roles – in teaching women how to dress, wear make-up, cook, and how 

to undertake a host of feminine arts and crafts – testifies to a long-standing and 

ongoing attempt on behalf of WIs to claim the badge of respectable femininity. This 

a (middle-) class sign: ‘femininity was seen to be the property of middle-class women 

who could prove themselves to be respectable through their appearance and conduct’ 

middle-class women’s respectability are measured by prioritising ‘home life’ above 

‘occupational careering’ by perfecting domestic, care, and socialising roles. Indeed, 

a look at the WI’s (n.d.) Denman website finds virtual learning programmes on ‘paper 

cutting for Valentine’s Day’, ‘cushion covers’, ‘ready, steady, sew’, ‘reversable aprons’, 

and the so-called ‘lifestyle courses’ that include classes on qigong and mindful yoga. 

Learning such skills enables older women to be better partners, wives, and mothers – 

children at home’ – and thus to buy into a cult of domesticity that is central to the 

self-definition of the middle classes. A concluding note on the way that knowledge is 

constructed at WIs concerns the usage of the term ‘chairman’ to refer to the Regional 

inquired into this practice and found that many of the women had never considered 

the sexist implications of applying such a word and even accepted this nomenclature 

since the WI was a women-only organisation. She observed no wish on the part 

of either the ‘Chairmen’ themselves or the members to change or challenge this 

language. At the time of writing, this terminology remains in use.

The theme of ‘voice’ is also key to feminist learning, since this is associated with 

knowledge, empowerment, and the active claiming of a transformed identity. In his 
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ask about the acoustic of the school. Whose voice is heard? Who is speaking? Who is 

hailed by this voice? For whom is it familiar?’ Undoubtedly, these interrogations can be 

at the Maltese U3A the division between those who speak easily and fluently, those 

who tend to remain silent in the learning environment, and those who are consciously 

recognised as either a ‘follower’ or a ‘leader’ follows the same systems of gendered 

privilege and exclusion. Although older women always made up three-quarters of 

the learners in every class, they rarely asked any questions, unlike the men, who not 

only frequently asked questions but also contributed comments to supplement the 

Even though developing people’s political voices, both in local communities and in 

national campaigns, is a sacred objective of WIs, it was still observed that

…despite the occasional exposure to the personal and political in women’s 

lives (such as in the quilt-making sessions), the women appeared to have very 

little recognition of constructions of gender or of feminist consciousness, with 

a concern that the inroads made by feminism had left women ‘victims of their 

own success.’ In a curious way, women had to take their places in their families 

and communities as (middle-class) women (constructed as home makers, carers 

and supporters) and in the wider world as surrogate men.

a women-only learning space, such learning opportunities also served as a mechanism 

for exclusion as classes and gendered expectations are ‘(re-)created and perpetuated 

in different contexts, including non-formal and informal learning’.

Authority, positionality, and difference

Feminist adult education does not advocate a relationship of equals between 

educator and learners. Whilst authoritarianism has no place in any critical learning 

programme, educators are envisaged to being able to have a level of authority over 

the learning process in two key ways. First, the educator should use his/her authority 

very little literature to be found on liberatory initiatives in older adult learning, and 

even less on programmes that adopt women-friendly or feminist approaches. For 
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in as many as 42 countries, none of the contributing authors noted the presence of 

either of these sensitivities being given any attention in the learning programmes 

in the countries studied. Rather, reviewers confirmed how most courses followed 

a traditional andragogical-liberal outlook, where older learners are asked to focus on 

a curriculum that has been fixed in advanced and to follow their own learning pace. 

In this approach, the social fabric is generally presented as being fair and meritocratic, 

where each individual has an equal possibility and opportunity to reach his/her 

groups with a larger share of ethnic, class, and especially gender privilege are more 

working-class communities either presented in the learning materials/in the classroom 

or arising in class discussion went unchallenged by educators, and thus argued that 

U3As may not only fail to act as an archetype of transformative education, but may 

also act as yet another euphemism for a kind of glorified occupational therapy that 

is both conservative and oppressive and that panders to the cultural pretentiousness 

of the ageing bourgeoisie.

Second, educators should involve themselves and learners in ‘engaged pedagogy’, 

which means that they should take into account people’s emotions and critical 

use of a personalised teaching approach by educators, who, on the other hand, seem 

to prefer to keep their emotions in check by delivering courses in an impassioned 

voice, are reluctant to voice support for ideas that go against the grain, and use 

only PowerPoint presentations as visual aids. Indeed, educators engaged in later-

life learning have only in exceptional cases been found to use the visual arts, music, 

or films in the learning process or to request learners to write narratives that share 

unfortunate given the existing research that documents how writing and the arts have 

the potential to help learners become more aware of themselves and the world, see 

things in a fresh light, and to have not only the power to meet challenges but also 

A feminist approach to older adult learning requires that educators directly consider 

how their and the learners’ own gender, ethnicity, age, class, and sexuality have an 

influence on teaching and learning, the ongoing construction of knowledge, and 

classroom dynamics. Although critical proponents of later-life learning steadfastly 

encourage their learners to examine the structural power relations that have affected 

their lives, they still refrain from problematising how they have been empowered and 

politicised by means of their past and present social locations. Indeed, it is only by 

problematising their lives and disclosing how their own gender, ethnicity, age, class, 
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and sexuality influences their perception of the world, and most importantly, led to 

their ‘teacher’ status in the classroom, will educators be successful in generating group 

bonding and understanding, whereby learners feel ‘safe’ enough to find their voice, 

confront and deal with power relations, and join the struggle for social change and 

was characterised by a middle-class, male, heterosexual, and Roman Catholic body 

of educators, whose discourses, as a result, reinforced a specific type of dominant 

knowledge and symbolic capital. The norms, values, and linguistic codes characteristic 

of the local working-class community, or of members of the Lesbian Gay Bisexual 

Transgender community, and/or of faiths other than the Roman Catholic religion 

were constituted as ‘other’. For example, while the researcher observed that no 

other sexual orientation than heterosexuality was ever addressed or even mentioned 

in any of the social science courses, the academic year and social events began with 

a celebration of Catholic Mass. The academic curriculum, in fact, included a healthy 

number of theological study-units delivered by priests. The majority of U3A members 

found this positionality to be entirely normal, since it was only recently that Malta 

began practising the political separation of state and church by legalising divorce, 

cohabitation, and gay marriage. Of course, it can be risky to problematise the identity 

of older learners if their identity is a subaltern one, and this needs to be considered 

and done with the utmost sensitivity and at the right time and context. While a white, 

practising doctor who is heterosexual and married can safely disclose her age and 

be a strong advocate for the human rights of refugees and third-country migrants, 

it is not as easily for an unmarried and childless lesbian who suffers from depression 

and anxiety to disclose her sexual orientation and mental health issues and argue in 

favour of more LGBTIQ-friendly policies. In such situations, the authority of educators 

can never be overstated, as they need to assume the responsibility for establishing 

a ‘safe’ learning environment in which subaltern learners can be comfortable enough 

to take a risk in declaring their own marginalised social positions. Indeed, a key task 

of educators in feminist later-life learning is to deal with differences (as per structural 

feminism) rather than similarities (as per psychological feminism).

Foregrounding positionality is key to a critical engagement in women’s learning 

is nothing about being “female” that naturally binds women’ since ‘being’ female is 

‘itself a highly complex category constructed in contested sexual discourses and other 

social practices’. Indeed, as older women are in no way a homogeneous group – as 

they differ in terms of class, ethnicity, sexuality, and age – later-life learning centres 

tend to accommodate particular categories of women at the expense of others. For 

instance, studies have highlighted how the ethos of the U3A movement is ‘skewed’ 
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towards the middle classes and those with higher levels of educational attainment 

felt that the term ‘university’ implied well-educated middle-class individuals:

U3A I thought was for really clever people, like university people, the middle 

class…I thought they’d be too clever…I mean we never went to university, so 

to me the word ‘University’ on something means well it’s probably not for me. 

I think there’s still a lot of people the same…I don’t want to offend anybody, but 

looking at it, to me, I would say that this was aimed at more middle-class people.

members tend to be ‘highly privileged’. However, they also observed a recognition 

of ‘difference’ based on ‘ethnicity’, as WI members perceived Asian women as not 

being ‘like us’:

…we have an Asian lady that comes and she educated us to their way of life…

We did think of setting up in an Asian community, but because of the way they 

work men control the money side of it and they would want the right to come…

And of course the WI can’t do that.

for older black people and older people in ethnic minorities, such individuals and 

communities continue to experience exclusionary practices in assessing meaningful 

lifelong learning opportunities. At the same time, later-life learning centres are 

generally embedded in an ageist paradigm as membership does not tend to include 

older women with either mobility and/or cognitive difficulties. Robbins-Ruszkowski 

years, I never saw anyone in a wheelchair. Very few people used a cane’, thereby 

demonstrating the high likelihood that later-life learning centres will be marked by 

‘a deep cultural discomfort with what could (or should?) be regarded as the normal 

human conditions of frailty, (inter)dependence, vulnerability, and transience’ (Lamb, 

anger of some women when they heard that Denman College was planning to try to 

attract younger women in the future, and by their concern as to whether the cut in 

funding would mean that they would no longer be able to afford to enrol on courses 

at Denman College as they grew older.
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Conclusion

Although feminist theorising has long played a key role in both adult education and 

ageing studies, the same cannot be said for the field of older adult learning. One 

cannot, of course, not acknowledge later-life learning’s potential to meet a range 

of older women’s social and emotional needs by mitigating against solitude and 

loneliness in later life – generally resulting from widowhood, mandatory retirement, 

health problems, and/or poverty – and helping them to improve their coping strategies. 

However, this article has questioned whether, in the long run, such an approach is in 

the best interests of older women. In the research studies reported here, older women 

learners seemed to have very little awareness of constructions of gender or of feminist 

consciousness, as the later-life learning centres they were enrolled in neglected to 

either grapple or embrace any of the inroads made by feminism pedagogy. When 

they did actually adopt a politically standpoint, as was the case of the WIs, the focus 

was on injustices faced by younger women, whereby they chose to overlook the age-

related power relations that are embedded and institutionalised in social arenas that 

in turn have vital consequences for the life chances of older women. Moreover, older 

women at all times still had to assume or maintain their place or position as (middle-

class) women within their family and community (constructed as home makers, carers 

and supporters), despite the fact that ‘since woman is a socially defined and inherently 

distorted term … we have no reason to think females have an inherent nature or role’ 

and private spheres, whereby men and women are allocated to the former and latter, 

respectively. On the one hand, this ensured that women’s and men’s activities were 

treated as mutually exclusive. On the other hand, this had the effect of identifying 

particular roles and characteristics such as submission, nurturing, and caring as the 

domain of women, and the roles of leadership and decision-making as the role of 

men, where the latter are valued and cherished more.

There is no doubt that in an ageing society, organisations such as U3As and WIs 

have the potential to improve the quality of life of older women and the overall 

community in which they live. The benefits of membership in such organisations 

include the ability to develop positive identities that spur and encourage older women 

to play an active and useful role outside the family and employment avenues. Yet, 

their role in enabling older women to reach some level of critical consciousness by 

leading them to reflect on everyday realities and analyse the relationships between 

personal contexts and the wider social forces of marginalisation is marginal at best. 

should replace the old paradigms of education with a new one that focuses on 

the individual’s experience, along with an acknowledgment of the individual’s 
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environment/background. Second, the learning event should focus on educating 

those who are marginalised with the help of strategies that empower the self and 

develop leadership skills. Finally, instructional methods should abandon the ‘banking’ 

model of education in favour of the development of reflexivity, personal and collective 

empowerment, and the redistribution of power within the classroom setting. These 

recommendations, together with this article, should act as a catalyst for feminist 

initiatives in the field of older adult learning.
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