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Why consider lifelong
learning as a poten-

tially critical aspect of civic
engagement for the pop-
ulation over the age of 50?
As the concept of retirement is redeWned and
shaped by baby boomers’ values and a changing
economic outlook, a thorough and thoughtful
examination of baby boomers’ perspectives is
essential if their civic engagement is to be initi-
ated and sustained at levels necessary to respond
to unmet needs in our communities.

Current research on baby boomers’ priori-
ties and predictions concerning their future activ-
ities indicates that they have an interest in
exploring new options, continuing lifelong
learning and personal development, and being
engaged in meaningful paid or unpaid work
(Wilson and Simson, 2006). Winsten (2004)
and the aarp survey (2004a) paint a speciWc
picture of how the current 50-plus group of
baby boomers perceives their time and activi-
ties in the future. Respondents to the aarp sur-
vey indicate that they expect to spend time in
personal development, in full- or part-time paid
work, in leisure activities, and in volunteer work.
Another aarp survey (2004b) indicates that the
shift toward expectations of continued work
beyond retirement is increasingly strong, with
Wndings indicating that 80 percent of baby
boomers expect to continue working either full
time or part time.

The baby boomers’
stated interest in continu-
ing to learn and continu-
ing to do meaningful paid
and unpaid work evolves

naturally out of changing demographics in an
aging society, particularly related to education,
with higher levels of education associated with
higher levels of civic engagement.

In 1995, only 14 percent of individuals
between the ages of 65 and 74 were college grad-
uates (Gwynn, 2000). By the year 2025, it is
estimated that 33 percent of this age group will
hold college degrees. Thirty-seven percent of
baby boomers report that continuing their edu-
cation is an important part of their retirement
plan (Hart, 2002). Highly educated baby
boomers are already Wlling the classrooms of
colleges and universities seeking additional for-
mal education toward alternative careers. In
fact, a Merrill Lynch study (2005) indicates that
56 percent of baby boomers would like to
change careers.

These studies underscore the understanding
that personal development and lifelong learn-
ing play a central role in future plans of the
baby boomers. Boomers like to acquire new
knowledge and skills, and they say they plan
to continue to do so. This interest is driven
both by personal preference and by the poten-
tial of making a career change into more mean-
ingful and rewarding work. To do either
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requires seeking out and participating in
avenues for lifelong learning.

The concept of lifelong learning has itself
been changing. Initially, lifelong learning was
seen as an educational strategy targeted largely
to adults ages 20–45 who required retraining or
workforce entry credentials that had not been
aVorded them or in which they had not partic-
ipated for other reasons as youth and young
adults. As a policy strategy, lifelong learning has
been seen as a way to optimize employment
potential for adults and workers over the age of
40 (Dehmel, 2006). Globally, lifelong learning
has been viewed as a way for governments to
achieve their social objectives by improving the
overall welfare and earning ability of con-
stituents, thus reducing poverty and inequality
(Kroukamp, 2004). Concurrently, the pace of
technological change has made lifelong learn-
ing, whether formal or informal, critical for
career progress.

As a result of these views on the role of life-
long learning in strengthening society, lifelong
learning has achieved increasing importance
(Bork, 2001). The notion of lifelong learning as
relevant and important to and for the 50-plus
population is a more recent advance, which is
supported by the literature that demonstrates
the value of maintaining both cognitive capac-
ity and social networking in aging populations.
As a result, lifelong learning has emerged as an
ideal tool for fulWlling both economic and social
imperatives (Leader, 2003). This expanded per-
spective has led to new lifelong learning venues
and opportunities for personal development
and social interactions intended for 50-plus learn-
ers. To a lesser extent, career development oppor-
tunities speciWcally directed at career shifts for the
50-plus population have begun to develop. As
colleges and universities begin to recognize the
demographic shifts and seek new ways to
respond to community residents and alumni,
new university-based opportunities speciWcally
designed for 50-plus learners have emerged.

With eight out of ten baby boomers indicat-
ing that they plan to keep working and many
boomers indicating an interest in continuing to
learn, there certainly will be further changes in
both lifelong learning options and pathways to
future paid and unpaid work opportunities.

On the other hand, Updegrave (2005) and
Regnier (2005) are skeptical about the reality
of baby boomers continuing to work into
retirement. Updegrave indicates that only 26

percent of current retirees have done any work
for pay during their retirement. In addition,
Regnier indicates that the types of low-pay-
ing, lower prestige jobs that are currently a
primary source of employment for retirees may
not be attractive to baby boomers, necessitat-
ing a reengineering of opportunities and train-
ing to realize these ambitions of continuing
to work. These arguments and concerns mir-
ror exactly those identiWed by baby boomers
regarding their participation in unpaid work
and volunteerism and the need for improved
options.

To create a new working retirement, a very
diVerent idea of what work and retirement mean
must be created. The Merrill Lynch New Retire-
ment Survey (2005) states that 42 percent of baby
boomers plan to combine work and leisure, 17
percent do not plan to work for pay, 16 percent
plan to work part time, 13 percent plan to start
their own businesses, and 6 percent plan to work
full time. These statistics indicate the need for
signiWcant rethinking on the part of business,
industry, and the nonproWt sector on how best
to incorporate this potential resource in both
paid and unpaid labor, as well as the need for
new knowledge and skills to match newly devel-
oping opportunities.

Lifelong learning formats for baby boomers
are both formal and informal in nature. Over
the past decade, baby boomers represented
approximately 56 percent of adult learners in
community colleges and almost 20 percent of
all students in higher education. The percent-
age of students over the age of 40 in community
colleges has almost doubled (Gwynn, 2000).
The growth in informal lifelong learning has
been spurred by the Elderhostel Institute Net-
work, which consists of approximately 300 life-
long learning institutes based at or connected
to colleges and universities, and the Bernard
Osher Foundation, which is funding approxi-
mately 75 lifelong learning institutes in the
United States. These institutes oVer a less struc-
tured, more self-directed format for adult learn-
ing, for example, peer-led study groups on a

Volume XXX, Number 4. Pages 90–94

©2007 The American Society on Aging

Gen.30_4.name  3/26/07  3:14 PM  Page 91



Generations

92 Winter 2006–07

Volume XXX, Number 4. Pages 90–94

©2007 The American Society on Aging

variety of topics of interest for personal devel-
opment and acquisition of knowledge.

How does the growth in opportunities for
lifelong learning and our increased under-
standing of baby boomers’ priorities as they
approach the retirement years translate into
enhancement of civic engagement? The links
between lifelong learning, social capital, and
civic engagement have been clearly evident in
the literature related to youth. An ongoing con-
cern regarding low levels of civic engagement
among younger populations has spurred the
service-learning movement both at secondary
schools and in higher education. Service learn-
ing provides opportunities for students to apply
classroom learning to community-based issues
through structured Weldwork associated with a
particular course of study. Reports of the results
of service-learning programs funded by the Cor-
poration for National and Community Service
indicate that students who participated in com-
munity-based service-learning opportunities
have a signiWcantly enhanced belief in their abil-
ity to make a diVerence in their communities,
and they are more likely to project an interest
in future volunteerism and in other civic activ-
ities (Corporation for National and Commu-
nity Service, 2006). Recently, by using the same
types of assessment, similar Wndings have been
identiWed in programs combining lifelong learn-
ing and civic engagement for adults over the
age of 50 (Manning, 2006; Wilson et al., 2006).

Lifelong learning for adults over the age of 50
has advanced signiWcantly. A new focus on both
informal and formal lifelong learning and their
role in the future of paid and unpaid work of
the baby boomer population is now receiving
attention in both literature and in practice. Tra-
ditionally, policy makers and others in aging
have focused mainly on the transition from work
to retirement and ways in which lifelong learn-
ing and civic engagement activities might oVer
paths to meeting both personal and societal
needs (Wilson and Simson, 2003). More
recently, with more baby boomers planning to
combine work with retirement than previous
cohorts, more attention has gone to discern
ways that lifelong learning and civic engage-
ment could lead to a wider variety of future
unpaid, part-time, and full-time work in the

nonproWt sector for older people (Wilson and
Simson, 2006).

MODELS FOR COMBINING LIFELONG

LEARNING AND CIVIC ENGAGEMENT

As is already clear from the literature cited,
baby boomers have an ongoing aYnity for life-
long learning. It is equally clear that they have
anticipated a need to continue to do meaning-
ful work, either paid or unpaid. What seems
less clear both to baby boomers and to agen-
cies and businesses that might use this vast pool
of individuals is how to best provide access and
roles appropriate to both the desires of the peo-
ple over 50 and the perceived needs of businesses
and nonproWt agencies. Lifelong learning has
emerged as a primary means of doing so. A
review of some current models can serve as a
guide for how programs that combine lifelong
learning and civic engagement can lead to
opportunities for older people in both paid and
unpaid work . Examples of such programs are
described below.

Legacy Leadership Institutes. The Legacy Lead-
ership Institute model was designed by the Uni-
versity of Maryland Center on Aging to respond
to its Wndings regarding what boomers antici-
pated would be necessary if they were to pur-
sue sustained and intensive involvement in
volunteer activities. Respondents indicated that
they were interested in opportunities that
involved personal growth and lifelong learn-
ing, participation in a purposeful social net-
work that was working toward a clearly deWned
goal, and service in a well-designed, meaning-
ful role (Wilson et al., 2006). The University
of Maryland used these Wndings to develop and
implement a series of models that would incor-
porate all three of these elements in order to
create service opportunities that would be attrac-
tive to baby boomers and young retirees. An
assessment of each follows.

The Legacy Leadership Institute model
evolved with the following goals: (1) integra-
tion and utilization of the expertise of colleges
and universities in order to create a visible, cen-
tralized base for recruitment, education, and
retention of 50-plus volunteers; (2) expansion of
community capacity to respond to unmet needs
by creating a university-based corps of well-
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trained 50-plus volunteers to engage in com-
munity service; (3) prior to beginning the vol-
unteer service, provision of lifelong learning
and service learning to the older adults to equip
them to understand the speciWc community
issues and needs to be addressed in their vol-
unteer roles; (4) development of a replicable
university-based infrastructure to attract a con-
tinuous pool of volunteers who would increase
their levels of civic engagement and sustain their
involvement with their communities over
extended periods of time; and (5) preparation
and training of community-based organizations
to design and implement new roles and
approaches attractive to current and future vol-
unteers over the age of 50.

The Legacy Leadership Institute is designed
with 60–80 hours of classroom time, which
includes curricula on leadership, civic engage-
ment, teamwork, nonproWt organization and
infrastructure, and the policies and practices rel-
evant to the speciWc nonproWt sector (e.g., envi-
ronment, government, health, schools) in which
volunteers will be serving. Participants also learn
speciWc skills and knowledge associated with a
deWned volunteer role (e.g., environmental edu-
cator, fundraiser) and have an opportunity to
practice their skills and work with paid staV

from those agencies to further reWne the role
before undertaking their Weld experience. Pro-
gram participants, called Legacy Leaders, com-
mit themselves to between 200 and 450 hours
of service, with the partner agencies helping to
design these new roles.

Assessments to date indicate that Legacy
Leadership Institutes signiWcantly increase the
Legacy Leaders’ sense of attachment to the com-
munity and their belief that they can make a
diVerence there as a result of their participation
in the Legacy Leadership Institutes. They are
engaged in multiple civic activities following
participation and 45 percent report being
involved in full- or part-time paid employment
directly as a result of their institute Weld experi-
ence in the institute. Currently, twelve varia-
tions of Legacy Leadership Institutes are in
operation or in development in nine states in
the U.S. and Europe.

Legacy Corps for Health and Independent Liv-
ing. While the Legacy Leadership Institute

model was developed as a transition from work
to lifelong learning and civic engagement, its
potential to serve as an avenue to return to
work evolved unintentionally. The University of
Maryland has been developing another lifelong
learning and civic engagement model that has
a more intentional approach to moving from
lifelong learning and civic engagement to work.
Legacy Corps for Health and Independent Liv-
ing provides respite service in Wfteen low- and
moderate-income communities in the U.S. by
preparing teams of people over age 50 in part-
nership with people ages 16–49 to serve
together in their own communities in order to
assist caregivers through respite care. The edu-
cation and the volunteer respite-service expe-
rience of 450 hours are designed to link to work
and career opportunities for both the younger
and older volunteer team members. Such link-
ages include investigating how Legacy Corps
lifelong learning can be counted toward a for-
mal education certiWcate or credential such as
healthcare assistant; assessing the needs in
healthcare employment in a geographic area
and providing career ladders from service to
work; and encouraging the potential for future
healthcare careers through lifelong learning and
reXection sessions (Harlow-Rosentraub, Wil-
son, and Steele, 2006).

Lifelong Learning Institutes. Lifelong Learning
Institutes have grown rapidly under the aus-
pices of over 300 colleges and universities
nationwide. While informal education has been
the primary mission of these institutes, there is
increasing evidence that these institutes are look-
ing at how to engage their members not only in
the internal activities of their institute and uni-
versity but also in the needs of the external com-
munity. Currently, about 30 percent of Lifelong
Learning Institutes report that they are engaged
in community-based volunteer service as a part
of their mission and functions (Simson, Wil-
son, and Harlow-Rosentraub, 2006). The pre-
dominant activity to date is through posting of
community volunteer opportunities, forming
partnerships with community-based organiza-
tions to oVer volunteer service opportunities,
and forming partnerships with their college or
university to oVer volunteer opportunities. Less
than 10 percent reported undertaking service
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learning or conducting their own lifelong learn-
ing and civic engagement programs.

Active adult communities. A rapidly growing
type of housing development is the active adult
community for people over the age of 55.
Increasingly, these communities are providing
their own lifelong learning opportunities or
linking to local colleges and universities. Ari-
zona State University West, the University of
Maryland, College Park, and the University of
Nevada, Las Vegas, have created partnerships
with Pulte Del Webb Homebuilders and ups

Foundation to test new models combining life-
long learning and civic engagement in Wve active
adult communities in Arizona and Nevada
(Blake, Knopf, and Wilson, 2006).

As these models show, combining lifelong
learning with civic engagement can be an eVec-
tive and replicable method of attracting and
retaining 50-plus volunteers, enhancing non-
proWt capacity, and meeting deWned commu-
nity need. �
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