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Abstract: The phenomenon of population ageing is important for the state not only for
business, economic or demographic reasons, but also for social aspects. A broadly defined
pedagogy of ageing is important for the development of seniors, but also for changes in
the awareness of society which starts to recognise the significant influence that elderly
people have for the functioning of the state. The article refers to the issue of educational
activity of elderly people and its role in improving their quality of life. The education of
senior citizens is one of the opportunities for developing cooperation between younger
population groups and the elderly. Therefore, in addition to the Polish literature on active
ageing, the article will also include the collected opinions of students, which reflect the
considerations of the contemporary generation regarding the discussed issue.

Keywords: old age, elderly people, elderly activity, educational activity of seniors, University
of the Third Age.

Introduction

Increasing life expectancy is an undeniable achievement of civilisation, but at the
same time it creates a number of challenges in each sphere of state functioning:
political, economic, civic, educational, cultural and social. Old age is an inevitable
stage in everyone’s life, and trying to define it holistically is not an easy task. The so-
cial sciences, humanities, economics or biology have been studying the complexity
of this phenomenon for years. Each field provides new knowledge and viewpoints,
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as well as raises issues for further reflection and discussion on aspects related to
old age and population ageing. At this point, it is also necessary to emphasise the
difference between the concepts of old age and aging, since the former is defined as
a phase of a person’s life, while the latter is determined as a process (Szarota 2004).
The need to address the issue of old age has also emerged in the pedagogical scien-
ces. Referring to Aleksander Kaminski, pedagogy is not a science that deals only
with the education of children, but its purpose and main idea is to educate people
at every stage of their lives. The phenomenon of old age and ageing in educational
science is developed mainly in social pedagogy, special education, andragogy, or
care services pedagogy. These areas are primarily concerned with the education of
elderly persons in the broadest sense, which should be understood as supporting
their development (Leszczyniska- Rejchert 2006). The topic of this article concerns
the concept of senior education as a form of activity of the elderly in the modern
world and the presentation of the students’ perspective on the discussed issue. Are
the stereotypical views and evaluations commonly accepted by the young genera-
tion reflected in the opinion of students at Cardinal Stefan Wyszynski University?
Presenting students’ opinions is essential since education in old age should not only
refer to seniors. Gerontological education should concern all social groups and be
implemented in many areas, which would facilitate the process of intergenerational
cooperation and mutual assistance (Lopatkowa 2005). One course of action should
be to extend the educational process to seniors themselves, preparing them for old
age, and the other should be to educate younger generations. Such multifaceted
educational activities, according to Zofia Szarota, ,[...] may contribute in the
future to changing the social, still unfortunately negative, image of old age. They
can form positive habits that contribute to physical and mental as well as economic
well-being of individual and social ageing” (Szarota 2002, p. 141)

Activity of seniors in literature in recent years

One of the most common opinions describing old age as a period filled with
problems, difficulties or barriers in everyday life is based on negative stereotypes
commonly functioning in the Polish society. Jerzy Piotrowski noticed in the ,70s
that the social stereotype of the elderly is one of the factors of perceiving the aging
of the society as a disaster (Piotrowski 1973). Negative stereotypes can be construc-
ted in various areas, including: biological (through the prism of physical features),
mental (through the prism of adaptive or cognitive systems) and social (through the
prism of changes in activity, lifestyle or social roles) (Tomaszewska-Hotub 2019). The
predominance of negative stereotypes over positive ones is confirmed by numerous
empirical studies (Leszczynska-Rejchert 2019; Nawrocka 2013; Kurcz 2001). One
of the most frequent views towards seniors are ,,[...] those about their disability,
asexuality, negative approach to life and people, passivity, aversion, isolation, con-
servatism” (Hebda, Biela 2015, p. 55). ,,There is also a widespread belief that elderly
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people do not use the Internet because they do not want and are unable to learn
how to use the computer and the Internet” (Bak, Holda 2013, p. 133). Nowadays,
seniors are also shown as ,,dependent people, in a bad economic situation and poor
health condition, struggling with family problems, often infirm, requiring constant
help, care and support” (Tomaszewska-Hotub 2019, p. 94).

It is a fact that the above-mentioned issues occur and may even worsen in
old age. They are not the only concepts with which old age can be described, yet
they are among the most frequently used terms in describing the time of old age.
Stigmatizing can also be observed, which is related to the top-down assignment of
social roles and tasks are defined as those ,,most appropriate” for seniors. In Poland,
there is still an ,,appropriate” model of a senior who looks after their grandchildren,
devotes themselves to helping the family, take care of the garden plot and spend
time in the church, and ,,has to give up many things, including pleasure, work”
(Hebda, Biela 2015, p. 58). However, it is only a part of life of elderly people. Ageing
is a naturally occurring process in people’s lives that is increasingly associated
with adopting socially active attitudes, taking advantage of local opportunities
and engaging in social and community life. In the literature, active ageing is
broadly defined as active participation in family, community, cultural, social and
intellectual life. Activity and development are natural human needs, and their
absence is associated with a disrupted relationship with the world and with other
people (Miszczak 2010). In old age, the attitude of active functioning is not only
»[...] praised, but even portrayed as necessary for a fulfilling lifestyle. With the
various disadvantages that come with advancing years of life, activity in its broadest
sense can become a way of mitigating the negative effects of ageing and highlighting
benefits that come with ageing” (Miszczak 2010, p. 27).

The perception of activities meant for people over 65 can be multi-faceted.
For elderly people, these are all activities aimed at addressing needs, promoting
physical and mental well-being, counteracting social exclusion and loneliness,
and enabling them to develop and enjoy life ,,to the full”. An important aspect of
senior education is adapting to the modern world and coping with the new reality
(Chabior i in. 2014).

A wide range of activities can be found in the literature. Grazyna Orzechowska
lists the following types of activities carried out in old age:

1. home and family activities;

2. professional activity;

3. social activity;

4. educational activity;

5. cultural activities;

6. religious activity;

7. recreational activity (Orzechowska 1999).

The categories of activity mentioned above cover almost all areas of a person’s
life. Most of the activities described earlier should be pursued in order for an older
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person to continue enjoying their life. Of course, not all of them have to be present in
everyday life. The choice of activities will not only depend on the health condition,
family situation and personal preferences, but will also reflect the social context as
well as the expectations and propositions of the social environment in which the
elderly person lives (Steuden 2011). Stanistawa Steuden believes that the activity
of the elderly people ,,works on the principle of feedback - it is an expression of
a positive response to the tasks associated with this period, and at the same time,
by strengthening self-esteem, it becomes a driving force for further development”
(Steuden 2011, p. 82).

One of the most important activities in the life of an elderly person is activity
in the home environment. A full or simply ,,sufficient” level of fitness is a quality
that enables independence, as well as autonomy and control over one’s own life.
Activities of daily living include not only those related to housework, but also those
related to personal fitness and hygiene, as well as mobility. Barbara Bien includes
washing or getting dressed in the concept of personal fitness and hygiene. On the
other hand, mobility is connected with going outside, negotiating stairs or moving
around the apartment. It is in these groups of activities of daily living that a large
amount of activity is so important in order to maintain a high level of fitness thanks
to which one can pursue cultural or recreational activities (Bien 2002).

Professional activity is another area that combines multiple aspects to maintain
a satisfactory standard of living for the elderly people. Paid work not only allows
a person to maintain a similar financial level to that of their working age but,
more importantly, it allows a person to continue socialising. Not only in Poland,
but in many countries around the world, the data clearly show that people over
65, in the vast majority, are not economically active. Information contained in the
latest report ,,Situation of elderly people in Poland in 2018” created by the Central
Statistical Office, shows that 86% of all elderly people were professionally inactive
in 2018, and this number increased by 2.5% compared to 2017. The percentage of
professionally inactive persons in 2018 was 92% for women aged 60 and 77.6% for
men in the same age group. Although paid work past a certain retirement age is
not often undertaken, a positive change in society’s perception of elderly people
in the labour market is evident. Increasingly, both employers and colleagues value
the ,contribution’ that elderly people make to company business operations. The
knowledge and experience of long-term employees, who have been refining their
professional skills for decades, is recognised. According to the data of the Central
Statistical Office in the aforementioned report, almost 7.5% of all professionally
active Poles are seniors. (Central Statistical Office 2020)".

1 The presented data from the report ,,Situation of elderly people in Poland in 2018 of the Central
Statistical Office are the most recently available data.



(5] EDUCATIONAL ACTIVITY OF SENIORS... 337

Educational activity of seniors

The literature relating to ageing and old age (Dubas 2010; Dziegielewska 2006, 2008;
Demetrio 2006; Trafialek 2000) points to the particular importance of education
for seniors especially in today’s world. ,,[...] there seems to be no doubt today that
the current need of a modern person to find himself/herself in the reality which
»attacks” him/her, makes learning a continuous, inseparable process, which must
become a permanent element of personality functioning” (Semkdow 2007, p. 36). It
is necessary to realise that a person is a being whose development, in its broadest
sense, is an ongoing process that takes place at every stage of an individual’s life;
therefore, the desire to improve oneself and to educate in general is natural in el-
derly people. ,From a social development perspective, learning in old age provides
the necessary competences for full participation in human relations, the media,
politics or the local community. From the point of view of personal development,
learning not only allows knowledge or skills to be acquired and updated, but also
becomes a tool for achieving full development” (Fabis i in. 2015, p. 172). There will
be more and more active senior citizens, especially those interested in the area of
personal development and further education. They will use educational services
and participate in non-formal education with greater ease.

Education in old age is not only a way of acquiring new skills, but above all
a chance to learn about oneself and adapt to a new reality as well as improve one’s
quality of life (Halicki 2009). Przemystaw Ziotkowski lists 5 main functions that
educational activity for elderly people fulfils:

o educating (develops and improves dispositions);

o adaptive (adapts to the new social situation);

« compensatory (compensates for deficiencies in various areas);

o integrative (adapts to functioning in a new social group);

«  psycho-hygienic (raises authority, allows to feel satisfaction) (Zidtkowski 2017).

Education is therefore a form of activity that allows not only for the internal
development of individuals but also for a ,smooth transition” from roles such as
active professional worker to the role of the retiree.

An educational activity that can be described as one of the most popular and
at the same time easily accessible for the elderly people is reading. In 2019, public
libraries had over 15% share of elderly people among the total number of readers.
This means that over 900,000 seniors use library services in Poland (the number
of older people in 2019 in Poland was over 9.7 million). A comparative analysis of
the National Library’s readership polls shows however that among older people we
still have the lowest percentage of readers. The educational activities of seniors also
include the following activities: participation in artistic groups or membership in
interest group workshops or classes which are most often run by community or
cultural centers. In such places, the following classes are most often offered: dance,
music, art and tech, theater, literary and IT. The number of elderly people using
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such forms of educational activity in 2019 amounted to a total of 210,406 people
(which constitutes 36.6% of all participants). Therefore, it follows that in 2019 only
2.17% of older people used the above-mentioned educational opportunities available
in Poland (Ministry of Family and Social Policy 2020).

The organisation of learning activities takes different forms and is aimed at
seniors with different needs, but the goal of each of them is to make the elderly
more functional and to encourage them to remain active, in addition to enabling
them to make new relations or to raise their self-esteem as well as to have the
opportunity to satisfy higher-level needs. ,Today, no one questions the fact that
elderly people can acquire new knowledge and skills. Learning is not only possible
but even necessary to maintain intellectual capacity in old age” (Rudnik 2017, p. 117).

One of the most popular forms of education that meets the needs of older people
in this area are the Universities of the Third Age that promote the idea of lifelong
learning. They offer content and educational methods adapted to a cultural change,
which contribute to effectively counteracting marginalisation and prepare for
active participation in not only social or local but also cultural life. The obvious
reason for the need for a UTA is the increase in the elderly population and, from
a sociological perspective, continued active participation in the non-family and
non-professional areas. UTAs usually function as associations, but in provincial
capitals they are internal universitydepartments. In the report of the Statistics
Poland it was noted that in 2018, 640 Universities of the Third Age were active.
Most often, the educational offer of a UTA includes organising and conducting
lectures, seminars, regular classes or workshops, courses and special interest clubs
(Central Statistical Office 2019). The average attendance, nationally, of students’
participation in regular classes was over 63% in 2018, while 9 units reported 100%
attendance. Across all universities it was recorded that a total of 113.2 thousand of
elderly people were studying. It is important to note that 95.4 thousand of students
were women. The growing interest of elderly people in the activities of the UTA is
connected with the wide range of courses offered, which, in addition to the above-
mentioned standard courses, include: language courses, art classes, computer
classes and modern ICT classes, sports and exercise classes, as well as trips and visits
to cinemas, theatres and museums (Central Statistical Office 2019). It is undeniable
that Universities of the Third Age are the most recognisable form of learning for
senior citizens. In recent years, a number of universities have been established in
smaller towns, which has resulted in the fact that this form of educational activity
is no longer associated only with a narrow group of people, mostly well-educated.
At present, a wide range of not only educational, but also recreational, sporting
and tourist activities encourages elderly people to participate in the programme
(Fabi$ i in. 2015)%

2 The presented data from the report “Universities of the Third Age in Poland in 2018” of the
Central Statistical Office are the most recently available data.
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Purpose, method and research results

The following part of the article presents the results of a study aimed at verifying
students’ opinions on various aspects of elderly people. The results of students’
opinions on only one of the studied spheres of seniors’ functioning are presented,
i.e. the issue of elderly people’s activity discussed in the article, which particularly
concerns the area of education and acquiring new skills. The most important way
of collecting material used to study this issue was the method of diagnostic survey,
using the author’s survey questionnaire. The questionnaire was anonymous and
was conducted among the students of the higher education institution, i.e. Cardinal
Stefan Wyszynski University in Warsaw at the Faculty of Social and Economic
Sciences in the field of Social Work and at the Faculty of Pedagogical Sciences in
the field of Pedagogy. 125 students took part in the survey, among whom there were
both men and women, aged 18-45. The collected empirical material was subject
to formal and substantive verification, and the collected data was presented in
a descriptive form.

One of the main questions concerned students’ opinions about the willingness
of elderly people to learn new things. Activation practices of the elderly is possible
only when both parties, the givers and the receivers, are committed to participate.
In such activities, cooperation is only effective when there is a balance between
seniors and organisers or instructors of the courses equally eager to collaborate. It
was therefore interesting to observe the students’ perceptions of this area of activity
of the elderly group. The question was: ,,In your opinion, are elderly people willing
to learn new things/acquire new skills?” It intentionally included two activities:
learning new things, which could be interpreted as educational activities, and
acquiring new skills, which could be associated with a group of creative activities
such as yoga, sewing classes or chess. This question had a significant prevalence
of ,no’ answers. As many as 56 students (44.8%) explicitly stated that the elderly
group is not interested in getting involved in activating initiatives. It was also
noticeable that there was a little difference in the ,yes’ and ,I don’t know’ response
options, with 36 respondents (28.8%) remaining undecided on a clear answer and
only 33 people (26.4%) indicating that elderly people are keen to learn new things
and want to acquire new skills.

One of the questions designed to investigate students’ views on the desire for
development by elderly people was ,,Do you think seniors actively participate in
workshops organised by local institutions?”. In order to determine as accurately
as possible the students’ attitudes towards the phenomenon of seniors’ education
and their participation in organised activities, a 5-point Likert scale was used. The
results were as follows: 28 students, representing 22.4% of the respondents, chose
the answer ,,don’t know” and the extreme answers: ,,definitely yes” and ,,definitely
no” were selected by 2 (1.6%) and 4 (3.2%) people respectively. The ,rather not’ option
was chosen most often and accounted for 37.6% of the respondents. 44 respondents
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(35.2%) had a positive perception of seniors’ participation in workshops and
meetings organised by municipal or city institutions. The cumulative percentage
for ,definitely not’ and ,rather not” was 40.8%, while ,definitely yes” and ,rather yes’
accounted for 36.8% of responses.

The question aimed at determining what students believe elderly people do to
spend their free time was as follows: ,How do elderly people most often spend their
free time in your opinion?”. The range of answers included the 8 most popular
activities, from which respondents could select any number of answers, as well as
write down their own thoughts. The total number of responses was 375, and on
average each student ticked 3 options. Among the most frequently chosen answers,
three were recorded, where each of them received more than 95 responses among
students. The most frequently chosen activity that elderly people perform in their
free time, according to the respondents, is watching TV. This activity received 100
indications, representing 26.7% of all selections. Very similar results were obtained
for the options: caring for grandchildren and going to the church. The former was
selected by 99 students which was 26.4% of the responses, while going to church
was selected by 97 students, accounting for 25.9% of all chosen answers. Each of
the other five options received less than 50 answers. 42 students chose the answer
,;reading books’, which was 11.2% of the responses and 20 students checked ,work’,
which was 5.3% of the responses. The group of the least chosen options included:
creative work, thematic workshops and further education. They obtained 8, 6 and
3 indications, respectively. The ninth response option included in the question was
the category ,,Others (which?)”, it referred to individual associations, in which any
number of activities could be written. The aforementioned category was included in
the range of answers because the respondents may have had a different perception
of elderly people than the author of the survey questionnaire, and thus also have
different perceptions of elderly people’s leisure activities. However, only 13 students
chose this option, which constitutes 10.4% of the respondents. Among the answers
in this category, the recorded activities most often had only one answer. The highest
number of responses were gardening, which was recorded by 4 students, and
membership in a senior club, which was indicated by 3 students. Some single
responses were: cooking, caring for a pet, crossword puzzles, newspapers, making
homemade preserves, sewing, tourist trips, sightseeing.

The presented responses indicate a specific direction of students’ associations
with leisure activities by the elderly. There is some kind of stereotypical approach
in this particular area of seniors’ lives. The answers provided by the respondents
clearly show that to them the most frequent activities are connected with the
role of a grandmother/grandfather and helping the family, with religiousness
and spending time monotonously in front of the TV. Very few responses were
related to the development of the elderly. The answers recorded by the author of the
questionnaire, such as doing creative work, participating in thematic workshops
or further education, were deliberately included among possible options directly
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linked to elderly people’s ability to develop and learn new things. Unfortunately,
there were the three (out of 8) least chosen options, which can be attributed to the
prevailing ,,image” of the elderly in contemporary society, however not always
entirely true.

Conclusions

Although human ageing is a highly individualised and multifaceted process, it
has many consistent as well as repetitive aspects through which the images of el-
derly people are created, as well as definitions of ageing are formed. It is therefore
important to realise, not only for young people but also for children and adults,
that old age as this particular stage of life does not mean ,stagnation’ or giving up
imaginative and creative ways of spending free time. It is characterized only by
a decrease in internal and external activity, which is a natural situation in old age.
Moreover, elderly people who are not at the same level of physical and mental fun-
ctioning as in earlier years of their lives may need help or support in carrying out
various activities, yet advanced age should not be a reason to give up these activities.

The study was exploratory and it was helpful to understand students’ perspectives
on elderly people. This was an intentionally selected research group, as it is the
students who will soon be the group entering a period not only of professional
activity, but most importantly, each of them will be functioning as an independent
and autonomous individual in society. This particular group of young people
can be the impetus for informed actions on behalf of seniors and thus improve
their quality of life. The data on educational activities and leisure time activities
clearly show the direction of students’ associations concerning this area. Elderly
people were judged to be reluctant to acquire new skills and learn new things. The
willingness of seniors to participate in various forms of educational activation,
such as thematic workshops or special interest clubs, was negatively judged. The
survey shows that according to students, the most common activities are related
to the role of grandmother/grandfather and helping the family, religiousness, and
spending time in front of the TV. Few answers indicated doing creative work,
further education or developing passions and hobbies. The data collected clearly
show the repetition of generally accepted opinions that old age means the inhibition
of various types of activity and ,,stagnation” in many areas of daily life.

Old age is not positively valued in the current culture of youth, as evidenced by
the indications of psychologists, sociologists and educators. They indicate a negative
attitude towards this age group, as evidenced by the functioning of such concepts
in the literature as ageism (this phenomenon is most often referred to in the context
of old age) or gerontophobia. Therefore, it is important to include the issues related
to old age in the education process to a greater extent, both for young people and
for lifelong learners. No less important will also be a deeper reflection on the image
of the elderly in the media and the Internet.
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This analysis covers the current content related to the educational activity of
elderly people, which is increasingly explored in scientific discussions. The content
presented in the article can be used to consider the issue under discussion and,
although it does not solve the issues concerning the group of elderly people and
their development and functioning in society, it can be used to evaluate perceptions
of elderly people’s educational activities and to understand them more clearly.
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AKTYWNOSC EDUKACYJNA SENIOROW
W POLSKIM PISMIENNICTWIE OSTATNICH LAT
I W OPINII STUDENTOW

Streszczenie: Zjawisko starzenia si¢ ludnosci jest istotne nie tylko ze wzgledéw ekonomicz-
nych, gospodarczych czy demograficznych dla panstwa, ale takze spolecznych. Szeroko
pojeta pedagogika staro$ci jest wazna dla rozwoju seniordéw, oraz zmian w $wiadomosci
spoteczenstwa, ktdre zaczyna dostrzega¢ ogromne znaczenie, jakie ludzie starsi maja
w panstwie. Artykul nawigzuje do kwestii aktywnosci edukacyjnej osob starszych oraz jej
roli w poprawianiu jakosci ich Zycia. Edukacja senioréw jest jedng z mozliwo$ci rozwoju
wspolpracy miedzy mtodszymi grupami spoleczenstwa a osobami starszymi. Dlatego
tez w artykule oprdcz polskich pozycji pismienniczych dotyczacych aktywnosci oséb
starszych pojawig sie takze zgromadzone opinie studentdw, ktore przedstawia rozwazania
wspolczesnego pokolenia dotyczgce poruszanego zagadnienia.

Slowa kluczowe: staros¢, osoby starsze, aktywno$¢ osdb starszych, aktywnos¢ edukacyjna
senioréw, Uniwersytet Trzeciego Wieku.



