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Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to describe and understand the lived experiences of older learners
in formal education offered in an online university. Applying qualitative research methods, this
paper attempts to explore the interpretation and meanings of their college studying. Ten
participants in this study were selected from older students aged over 60 who had studied or
were studying in a cyber university and lived in Seoul and its metropolitan area for more
readily accessible and available for in—depth interviews. After the final analysis of learning
experiences of older adults in an online university, six main themes were identified: self in the
past, breaking from the convention, struggling with the new challenges, attaining
self-actualization, integrating a new identity, future-oriented self. Finally it appears that
learning experiences of the learners enabled the participants to replace their past-oriented sense
of self with a more positive, future-oriented version.

W keyword : | Lifelong Education | Older Learner | Online Learning | Online University |

|. Introduction income, housing, health, transportation, legal and
other basic services. More honestly, most Korean

Social policy to date has been primarily concerned elderly without sufficient pensions have not been
with the basic maintenance needs for the elderly: adequately protected in terms of the basic
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maintenance needs. Before online-based universities
were established in the early 2000s, older learners in
formal education have been very little recognized in
Korean society. At the same time, research on
later-life learning in formal education internationally
has been very limited due to the reason that the
elderly have not participated in formal education very
often. By and large, current educational offerings for
older people appear to be predominately recreational,
and reproductive in outcome, if not in intent; such
programs reflect, rather than challenge, the status quo
[1]. The authors also add that they actually
re-enforce the current stereotypes about older people,
despite the fact that many older people continue to
confound the stereotype of the retired or disengaged
old person by living active and forceful lives [1].

Previous studies on adult learning have
predominately excluded older adults as learners and
focused instead on elderly learners in informal or
quasi—formal education. For this reason, we have not
discovered much about what experiences the elders in
formal education have, what meanings they give to
their learning experiences, or what differences
between the older adults in informal and formal
education. Often the concepts of lifelong learning and
adult education are associated with “productive
activities,” aiming, for example, to ensure a skilled,
better, and longer working life for older people and, in
general, to raise their employment levels. In fact, data
on participation are often available only for people
aged less than 65 [2].

Against this background, the purpose of this paper
is to describe and understand the lived experiences of
older learners in formal education offered in an online
university. Applying qualitative research methods
focusing on a phenomenological approach, this paper
attempts to explore the interpretation and meanings of

their college studying. The main research questions

are as follows:

What is the nature of the learmning experience of
later-life college students?

What interpretations do later-life college students

place on their learning experience?

Il. Literature Review

Adult education has become one of the most
mmportant areas in today’s information era in the
advanced industrialized countries. People return to
school for the purpose of keeping their jobs and
upgrading their skills. A 1994 survey of adult
learning, for example, found that 909 of Americans
aged 64 and younger who engaged in adult education
did so for career or job-related purposes [3]. The
most striking increase in adult education participation
rates occurred among the nontraditional student
population [3]. Furthermore, six major reasons for
this increased participation are: the changing age
structure of society, the increasing educational levels
of aging cohorts, the rapidity of social change, the
expanding role of women, changes in career patterns
and changed attitudes toward education [4].

Their proportion in the general population has
increased and they tend to remain healthier than
previous older generations. An upward shift in the
age distribution accounts for much of the change [5].
The baby boom cohort was more highly educated
than proceeding cohorts, and education level is
positively related to participation in adult education.
Furthermore, changes in jobs and the development of
new technology have stimulated more interest in
lifelong. In response to changing demography, social
and economic conditions, institutions of higher
education are in the process of opening their doors to

a broader sector of students [6]. Influenced by
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prevailing ideals of social inclusion, universities seek
to widen the participation of groups who have been
traditionally under-represented on college campuses.

The opportunity to participate in adult learning is
unbalanced between other social strata related to
gender, race, and income [7]. In addition to these
influences on differential participation rates, previous
research has shown that older adults are not as likely
as younger people to engage in organized forms of
adult education [7]. Hamil-Luker and Uhlenberg
reported that while an increasing proportion of older
people participated in educational activities during the
1990s, older adults continue to be less likely than
younger ones to participate in education and training
provided by businesses and schools [8]. Also the
former is more likely to engage in educational
activities provided by community organizations than
in credential programs or job related training. They
added that the priority of informal over formal
education in later life is in keeping with the cultural
expectation that older adults pursue leisure activities.

Androgogy, the theory of adult learning, follows
two concepts: first, the need to know, which posits
that adults need to understand what benefits they will
gain by learning something new (i.e. enhanced quality
of life); second, the learner’s self-concept, whereby
adults have been to be seen and treated by others as
being capable of self-direction. The motivation to
learn can be divided into expressive motivation and
instructional motivations Expressive motivation is
related to personal satisfaction or social networking
building, while instrumental motivation refers to
motives related to career advancement or
skill-building. Previous studies conducted in western
countries have shown that 64% of older learners in
the United Kingdom participate in later life learning
because of expressive motivation [9]. This pattern
was also observed in the US during the 1970s and

1980s, but in the 1990s a shift took place and older
adults were found to be motivated by instrumental
reasons as well as expressive [10].

A number of researchers have examined the role of
education in the lives of older persons. It is believed
that lifelong learning can promote positive outcomes
for older persons’ health and wellbeing [11].
Numerous authors have cited needs that education
can meet for the elderly [12]: self-discovery and new
learning [13]; help in coping with changes in later life
[14]; vocational advantages [15]; and allowing elders
to continue to contribute [16]. The research on Elder
hostel in the US explored that retirement does not
have to mean withdrawal, and one’s later years are
an opportunity to enjoy new experiences [17].
Gardner and Helmes [18] suggested that the
possession of goals, and elderly people’s belief in their
continuing ability to achieve those goals, might be the
more important determinants of their well-being.
Moreover they surmise that increased education of
older adults may in turn lead to improved life
satisfaction and well-being, although the relationship
may be medicated by changes within people that are
related to self-efficacy [19]. Additionally, older adults
show a marked preference for self-directed,
independent educational activities and informal
learning programs at senior citizen residences or
centers over the more formal programs offered at
institutions of higher education [20].

These growing research interests in the education
of older adults, discussions regarding lifelong learning
have too often in the past excluded older adults [21].
Despite the existence of widespread discourse in
relation to lifelong learning this discourse is
"beginning to be controlled by the discourse about
work”[22]. At the same, older adults’ learning was
ignored not only in non-formal and self-help
situations [23], but also in formal education. The
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exclusion of certain groups (such as older adult
learners) from the learning discourse and the lack of
voice given to them indicates that it is important for
the voices of later-life learners to be heard their
stories to be told in an authentic, qualitative manner
[24].

I1l. Methodology

This paper attempts to understand the meaning of
college education experienced by older adults in an
online university, based on a qualitative approach
focusing on a phenomenological method. The
advantages of using a qualitative approach is that the
data collected are rich, contextual and detailed,
enabling a more holistic analysis and explanation [25].
The objective of this type of research is to
understand the concept of human experiences [26].
The aim is to grasp how we come to interpret our
own and others’ action as meaningful and to
“reconstruct the genesis of the objective meanings of
action in the in the intersubjective communication of
individuals in the social life-world” [27]. The idea of
obtaining the daily experience of people is compatible
with Heidegger’s philosophy, which emphasizes that
the understanding and interpretation of people’s
experiences are possible through their language,
cultural  factors  [28].  The

phenomenological research based on Heidegger's

history,  and

beliefs is known as hermeneutic or interpretive
research. The objective of this type of research is to
understand the concept of human experiences

Influenced by the work of Alfred Schutz,
phenomenological analysis is principally concerned
with understanding how the everyday, intersubjective
world (the life world) is constituted. The aim is to

grasp how we come to interpret our own and others’

action as meaningful and to “reconstruct the genesis
of the objective meanings of action in the
intersubjective communication of individuals in the
social life-world.” Two conceptual tools often used
on that reconstruction are indexicality and reflexivity.
The former signifies that the meanings of a word or
utterance are dependent on its context of use. The
latter directs our attention to the fact that utterances
are not just about something but are also doing
something; an utterance is in part constitutive of a
speech act. These two notions are part of the means
whereby  phenomenological sociologists and
ethnomethodologists come to understand how social
reality, everyday life, is constituted in conversation
and interaction. Walter adds that in hermeneutic
research, researcher is an active participant in the
process of interpretation rather than a passive
receiver of information. Hermeneutic phenomenologists
interpret human experiences not only from the
viewpoints of individuals under study, but also from
social and historical effects. The idea of obtaining the
daily experience of people is compatible with
Heidegger’s philosophy, which emphasizes that the
people’s
experiences are possible through their language,

understanding and interpretation  of
history, and cultural factors .

A critical survey of the various viewpoints on
qualitative research suggests that despite its
shortcomings, this method is the best choice to be
used in this research. It helps the researcher explore
the meanings of individual experiences and describe

their everyday lived experiences.

1. Participants

Participants in this study were selected from older
students aged over 60 who have studied or are
studying in an online university. There were 55 older

students aged over 60 in the university. The cyber
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university was founded in 2001 and provides students
with formal college degrees accredited by the
Ministry of Education and Technology. The number
of older entrants started from only 4 in 2001 and
increased to 28 in 2008. The total number of older
students aged over 60 from 2001 to 2009 is 130.

Fifty five older students are currently in the
bachelor program in the cyber university. Among
them, thirty—five students are male and twenty
students are female. Thirty students are aged
between 60 and 64, while fifteen students are aged
over 65 including three older students aged over 70.
The majors of older adults tend to concentrate on
several study areas such as elderly welfare (14),
social welfare (12), real estate (10), counseling
psychology (7), management of welfare agencies (5),
family counseling (2), management (2), and military
and police counseling (1). It seems that the elderly
prefer studying in the areas which are strongly
related to their everyday life.

The participants who were selected lived in Seoul
and its metropolitan area. These students were more
readily accessible and available for interviews. Their
majors were considered in order to conduct
interviews with students from a variety of study
areas. At first the researcher directly contacted them
by telephone, and then asked for their participation in
this study. In this process, since some older adults did
not want to participate in the study, the researcher
asked faculty members in each department to
recommend prospective participants. After receiving
the recommendation list from them, the researcher
recruited the participants. Finally the researcher
contacted the participants and explained the
objectives of the study. At the time of initial contact,
the participants were told that the interviews would
be treated confidentially. Interviews were conducted

in Korean and were recorded on audio cassettes with

the consent of participants. When tape-recording was
agreed upon, participants were assured that only the
interviewer would listen to the material in order to
make the participants feel secure and willing to talk
about their thoughts. Those who agreed to participate
in the study were introduced to the researchers who
discussed the study, its scope, and its objectives with
them at length. Participants’ questions were
answered such that they felt comfortable about their
involvement in the study. Participant could refuse to
answer particular questions if they so wished.

Ten older students were interviewed and
pseudonyms used to protect the identity of learners.
The participants were aged from 60 to 70 and all but
a participant(nun) were married at the time of the
interview. By gender, seven participants were male
and three of them were female. By major, there were
four real estate majors, three social welfare majors,
two elderly welfare majors, and one psychology
majors. Those who had jobs ran their offices and
shops, while two of them were a church minister and
a nun, and one of them returned his construction
company as a part-time technology advisor after
retirement. By education, there were three high school
graduates, three college dropped out, one college

graduate, and one graduate school graduate.

2. Data Collection

The data collection took place in Jun and July 2009
when the participants had just finished their spring
semester so that they could remember their college
studying vividly. Face to face semi-structured,
tape-recorded interviews were conducted in a private
room on a college campus or in public restaurants at
a distance from other customers. Interviews began
with open-ended questions about what it means to
study in an online university. Participants were asked,

"How has the college entrance affected their life?”
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"What have been the reactions of those around you
when they noticed your studying in an online
university?” "Please explain your experiences of
online studying.”

The participants were interviewed once and called
if the researcher had questions or unclear responses.
Each interview lasted 1 to 1.5 hours and was recorded
and subsequently transcribed. This involved the
researcher becoming highly familiarized with the
material collected.

One of limitation of the study is the fact that the
interviewer was a member of the instructors in the
online university and was known to some of the
participants. Responses might therefore have been
influenced by the relationship between instructor and
student. However, since interview questions were
focused largely on the experiences of and meanings of

their college studies, this factor could be minimized.

3. Data Analysis
Data analysis followed Creswell [38]. The specific

steps in data analysis are as follows:

1) The researcher first reads all descriptions in

their entirety.

2) The researcher then extracts significant

statements from each description.

3) These statements are formulated into meanings,

and these meanings are clustered into  themes.

4) The researcher integrates these themes into a

narrative description.

The researcher first read the set of transcribed
interviews as a whole. She then carefully reviewed
the interviews and focused her attention on specific
statements related to the phenomenon of interest.
Each time the participants indicated a new idea on the
meaning of college studying, a note was made. This
is referred to as "establishing meaning units”. After

recoding these statements, they were converted into

themes and subsequently grouped into similar themes.
The researcher mainly coded the transcript into
meaning units and later showed them to a colleague
who also has a long experience in online teaching.
Any disagreements on the coding schemes were
resolved through discussion.

In order to ensure trustworthiness, the researcher
critically analyzed the assumptions regarding the
phenomenon under study. This is done before the
interviews were conducted in order to become aware
of the researcher’s pre-knowledge. The researcher
reflected on her thoughts on the topic and also
discussed with other colleagues who had taught the
same university for a long time. The researcher also
asked two faculty members for coding a part of
transcripts of the in—depth interviews and checked if
any discrepancies happened. Some of inconsistencies
between each coder’s coding results were resolved
through a long conversation. Then they discussed the
main themes and categories derived the data. The
researcher also talked with part of interviewees about
unclear responses and expressions to clarify and

shared the analysis results with them.

IV. Findings

During the final analysis of learning experiences of
older adults in an online university, six main themes
were identified: (a) self in the past, (b) breaking from
the convention — college entrance, (c) struggling with
the new challenges - adaptation to the college, (d)
obtaining self-actualization, (e) integrating a new
identity, and (f) future-oriented self: strengthening
future plans and dreams. The statements of the
participants reflected the dynamic and evolving

process of meaning about college studying.
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1. Self in the Past — Boring Later Life

Many of the participants considered their current
lives and themselves inferior to those in the past
before entering college. Their lives in the present are
unproductive while those in the past were very
productive. For them, being productive is one of the
very important factors, which makes life living worth.
Also the present for them means that they are cut off
or loosened from the ties with main stream society,
while being involved mainly in informal groups such
as family, relatives, and older friends who are in
similar situations to theirs. This theme includes two
sub—categories: comparing the present with the past,
and a lifelong regret for learning.

The life-world interpretation provided by the
participants had an effect on their decision to go to
college. Two participants who are a minister of
religion and a nun did not express these feelings
because they fully engaged themselves in their jobs
and still kept their original position in their religious

organizations.

1.1 Comparing the Present with the Past
The participants who had retired from their lifelong

Table 1. Main Themes and Meanings

jobs stated that soon after their retirement, they had
spent time to doing things they could not do during
their working years. However, enjoying hobbies such
as traveling, playing golf, climbing, watching sports
and having time with their friends did not last as long
as they expected. Sooner or later, they started feeling
being bored, dull, unpleasant, and gloomy because of
the realization that there was no work to do. Those
who kept their jobs came to feel relegated to a
position at the fringes and anxious about being
behind.

Dull Life-world

The participants reported that they had much time,
no work to do, nowhere to go, and felt bored and dull
due to their repetitive daily lives.

It’s boring and killing time. All day I had been
watching sports on TV because of no work to do.
(Hyun)

No job, much time, and thinking only about drinking...
but I could not call my friends to drink. None of them
were interested in coming out. (Moon)

Meaningless Life-world

Their dull everyday lives made them feel incapable

Main themes

Meanings

Self in the past
-Boring later life

a. Comparing the present with the past
Dull life-world, meaningless life-world, being extra
b. A lifelong regret

Breaking from the convention a. Reconnecting with society, b. Searching for work to do
-College entrance c. Solving a lifelong regret, d. Preparing for the future
Struggling with the new challenges a. Busy and tough life-world, b. Self-disappointment
—Adaptation to College c. Burden of engagement

Attaining self-actualization

a. Self-mastering,
c. Positive reactions from others

b. Emotional satisfaction,

a. Attitudes of lifelong learning,
Integrating a new identity c. Regaining vitality,
e. Capable and confident aging

b. Open mind,
d. Extending perspectives

Future—oriented self a. Strengthening plans and dreams
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and aimless. Habitual things did not provide them
with self-fulfillment and life satisfaction for a longer
time. Enjoying unproductive activities was neither
exciting nor meaningful.
Enjoying life is fun, but always doing so is not fun. I
love excising, but playing golf everyday is boring. Golf
was exciting when I was working and did not have
much time to do it. It is impossible to go climbing
every day. I felt old and needed to have a stimulus.
(Hyun)

Being Extra

Many of the participants said they felt like they
were “extra,” and were always trying to read others’
minds. Some of them believed that they had not been
treated well by people around them, had lost families’
trust and encouragement, and had communication
problems with younger customers in their store.

I became aware of difficulty in eating meals three
times all day at home. I am not happy to eat meals
three times at home, even on the weekend. I don't
expect that meals are served. I get some food out of
the refrigerator and warm over it. (Hyun)

1.2 A Lifelong Regret
Though [29]

determinants that may influence older adult

identifies  four  socio—cultural
participation in learning. He asserts that people are
influenced by previous learning experiences, family
and friends, community and societal imperatives, an
idiosyncratic psychological characteristics. The older
adults in this study also expressed their deep regret
for not entering college or for leaving college without
a degree. All the participants except one missed their
opportunities to go to college mainly because of
economic factors. Even though their families were not
destitute and were even above average, they could
not finish their college due to many reasons such as
living in the countryside, having many siblings, and

being a woman. In their youth, usually first sons were

supported to go to college, while women were rarely
educated. In addition, people in their 60s have lived
through a period of rapid economic development and
worked some of the longest hours in the world. Seven
participants out of ten gave up their college studies
due to an imbalance between their job and household
obligations.
I took college entrance examinations three times, but
could not pass. Instead of going to college, I went into
military service. After the service, I passed in the
examination to become an officer in the public
prosecutor’s office, and then reentered a college. In
college I could not take even one course due to my
family’s various strains. I probably had a strong desire
for studying from childhood. (Cheong)
I dropped out of college. Later I worked for a bank and
re-entered an evening college. I could not finish my
course. It was impossible to study while working at
that time. (Lee)

2. Breaking from the Convention —College
Entrance

The participants who realized that they needed to
change their way of living decided to break from their
ordinary life and to enter an online university. Online
universities attracted them for several reasons. Online
unopen entrance, the ability to study in any place, and
the nature of self-directed learning. The college
entrance for them meant a connecting tie with the
main steam, exploring what to do, satisfying their
lifelong learning aspiration, and preparing for the

future.

2.1 Reconnecting with Society

Retiring is being forced to cut the tie with
mainstream society. After retirement, the social
relationships of the participants had been restricted to
family members and older friends. These relationships

only did not give them a sense of mainstream
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membership. While they had been socially
disconnected or informally connected after their
retirement, they gained opportunities to extend them
to formal and unfamiliar groups. Although many
participants did not go to student gatherings, they
have already known that they can able to engage in
them if they want. At the same time, the tie with
their university itself provided them with the meaning
of connection with society.

I thought that I needed to have a tie and continue to
have it forever. I participated in all student gatherings.
Since I met students working in similar fields and
having similar interests to mine, I did not have any
trouble in getting together with younger students.
Some of them called me to ask for my legal advice
regarding their concemns. I loved helping them with
these things. (Cheong)

2.2 Searching for Work to Do

Before entering college, participants felt like they
had no work to do and strongly wanted to work find
some. They wanted just to have tsome mental
activity and stimuli. Also they wanted to use their
time more effectively by concentrating on something
that was meaningful for their lives.

Our everyday life is always same; it’s repetitive. I need

to learn new things and escape from the convention.
(Cheong)

2.3 Solving a Lifelong Regret

All of the participants, except one college graduate,
reported their desire for finishing their college
graduation. That was their unfulfilled, lifelong duty
which must be performed someday. Since college
education is highly valued in Korean society, many
people tend to sense an obligation to finish. In their
younger years, participants who were breadwinners
or main caregivers devoted themselves to their
families. Now it was a time to live for themselves.

I always had a lifelong regret over not going to

college. I have eight siblings. To go to college I had to
leave for Seoul, where I did not have a part-time job
and I did not have enough money for tuition. (Moon)

2.4 Preparing for the Future

Some of the participants wanted to get certificates
and a degree, and others felt the urge to acquire new
knowledge for the sake of keeping their current jobs.
Still others reported the importance of responding to
a rapidly changing society. College entrance means
going to the future, rather than looking back their
past lives. Koh replied that she needed a license in
social work to qualify for work in her nursing home.

The religious order financially supports its members
who want to get certificates or a college degree. The
organization recommends cyber universities or
one-year educational programs for nuns. (Koh)

3. Struggling with the New Challenges —
Adaptation to College

Studying at the college level challenged them to
expend great effort and exercise a high degree of
patience. They expressed difficulties, being busy,
tight schedules, self-disappointment, unexpected bad
grades, and burden on getting together with younger
students. Only one participant who runs his own legal
office and therefore has plenty of time and money did
not report these challenges. And two participants
actively engaged in student gatherings and were not
afraid of getting together with younger students. In
addition, all of the participants were capable of using
computer and the internet as an information seeking,
but some of them told that they had a lot of
difficulties in taking an introductory computer course

required by their university.

3.1 Busy and Tough Life—world
When the participants started their college studies



—_

442 S2EHXSHS|=2X] '10 Vol. 10 No. 8

they felt very busy with no time to enjoy life, the
tension of tests, and many other difficulties. At the
same time, they did not expect that studying in an
online university would be such a tough thing
because such universities are quite open to anybody
with a high school diploma. However, the degree
provided by online universities is exactly the same
thing with that from traditional universities, and their
academic programs and regulations are tightly
controlled by the Ministry of FEducation and
Technology.

I had tight schedules and studied both day and night.
I honestly thought it would be a piece of cake and
common things I had already known. But it was
beyond my expectation. I had to read all the
announcements and posting daily. Since I took five
courses in a semester, I had to get in the classroom
everyday. And during weekends I needed to make up
parts of lectures that I had missed during week days.
I actually studied very hard day and night. (Hyun)

3.2 Self-disappointment

Despite the firm decision to undertake college
studies, the participants experienced
self-disappointment ~ about ~ their  ability  of
understanding and memorizing and about their
physical capabilities. They reported receiving bad
grades, although they tried their best and worked
very hard. Hyun said that he should have read his
lecture notes three times to prepare for a test.

I could not get good grades. I thought that I correctly
marked twenty five questions out of thirty, but my
expectation was not realized. I only read the lecture
notes twice, though I should have read them three
times. (Hyun)

With this self-disappointment, some participants
had complaints about difficult examinations and the
possibility of missing homework or online

discussions. Since Kho missed her 10 point online

discussion for a course, she could not get the level of
grade that she expected to have for her graduation
within 4 years with having double majors. Lim said
that she has often been bored in listening to lectures
taught by instructors who detached themselves from
their original lecture notes and presented too many
examples and explanations. A part of the reason of
this problem may result from the limitation of on-line
lectures which tend to deliver information
one-sidedly. Despite of these complaints, most of
participants tended to attribute their difficulties in
studying in an online university to their own limited
capacity, rather than to the instructor or university

itself.

3.3 Burden of Engagement

It was surprising that most of the participants did
not engage in student gatherings. This fact indicates
that there are some communication problems between
generations in Korean society. One possible reason
might be the deeply rooted norm of respect for the
elderly, which could be inharmonious with modern
liberalism. In Korea, building friend-relationships
between younger and older individuals is neither
normal nor well accepted by both generations. Eight
participants expressed the burden of engaging in
gatherings and being together with younger students.
Some of them reported their strong interests in
participating in the meetings, but did not have enough
time to attend. Others disliked making younger
students uncomfortable. Cho did not go to student
gatherings because he felt ashamed to study in his
old age.

I don't go to gatherings, even though they call me
often to ask for my participation in the meetings. I can
get together with people in their forties to fifties, but
cannot with those in their twenties and thirties.
(Moon)
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4. Attaining Self-Actualization

Through enduring early challenges, the participants
had gradually adapted to the new environment which
included both college life and studying online. After
one or two semesters, they had acquired all the
complex techniques for attending classes and online
lectures, participating in blackboard discussions,
and taking

examinations, etc. In the process of self-actualization,

writing and submitting  papers,
they expressed self-mastering, emotional satisfaction,

and positive reactions from others.

4.1 Self-Mastering

After a certain period of time, the participants
acquired their own mastery of effective study habits.
They reported various ways to study such as visiting
the school website and each classroom daily;
checking new announcements, recording lectures,
printing out lecture notes and reviewing them in their
spare time, studying at night for effective
concentration, making summaries of course contents,
as well as thorough preparation of desktop, laptop,
speaker, printer, MP3 players, and textbooks.

I always take a memo in a notebook whenever I attend
online lectures. That is more effective than just seeing
and listening. (Cheong)

4.2 Emotional Satisfaction
Participants’ illustrated

satisfaction from the college experience including

comments emotional
self-fulfillment, excitement, the blessings of learning,
paying off a lifelong debt and feelings of gratitude.

T've never regreted studying in this college. I was
lucky and deeply grateful. This is a time to invest in
myself and a time of being secure. It is very
interesting. (Koh)

In addition, for older persons, going to a cyber

university means that they are capable of both

utilizing a computer and college studies. Not all the
adults can study in an online-university even with an
open entrance policy if they cannot know how to use
computers and the internet. This fact might give

them higher level of self-confidence and satisfaction.

4.3 Positive Reactions from Others

After studying, the participants perceived positive
reactions from people around them concerning their
college studies. All of them reflected respect and trust
from children and grandchildren, support from
spouses, and envy and praise from friends.

It seems that they respect me. Since I am not studying
to get certificates and a job, my children and wife look
at me differently. It appears that my wife feels good
about me. (Cheong)

5. Integrating a New |dentity

After obtaining self-actualization, participants’
sense of identity started to change for the better. The
new identity included common factors such as the
attitude of lifelong learning, an open mind, feeling
younger, extending perspectives, and attaining a

capable and confident self.

5.1 Attitudes of Lifelong Learning

Many participants thought that learning is about
living. This existential meaning includes continuous
and enjoyable learning which is different from
practical and short-term learning for the purpose
procuring a degree or certificate. Those who feel this
way are not sensitive to their grades and immediate
outcomes.

Something I learned is helpful for doing my work. It
seems I have to learn regardless of exam outcomes.
Learning is left in my heart. (Koh)

5.2 Open Mindedness
Studying in old age resulted in a renewal of
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open—mindedness, which led in turn to recognition of

human imperfection, engagement with social
gatherings, trying to establish social ties, and seeing
positive aspects of others.

I want to live without revealing others’ shortcomings.
I want to find good points in them and help them
develop positive attributes. (Cheong)

5.3 Regaining Vitality

They came to forget their actual age, while
regaining youthfulness and wvitality. Hyun often
studied until four to five o’clock in the morning. It
reminded him of his college years.

It seems like I returned to the time when I was
younger. It is probably vitality. Nobody in my age
group goes to college to learn more. Others look at me
better; they ask me, "How can you find the courage to
do that?” I said to them, "Come on, you can do it too.
Cyber university is worth trying”. (Hyun)

5.4 Extending Perspectives

The participants found that their perspectives were
changed and extended. While they had previously
considered mainly themselves and their informal
groups, after studying they came to care about others,
community and the society as a whole. Lim said that
her perspective on the society changed dramatically.

It changed my mind and attitudes. That indicated the
direction that I should go. I realize now that I can
achieve my dreams only if I study for a lifetime. (Lim)

5.5 Capable and Confident Aging

The participants finally acquired capable and
confident selves who lead others and are not afraid of
the emergence of an information-oriented society.
Kim reported her increased confidence based on
knowledge, and Cho expressed his satisfaction about
delivering reliable information to his customers

receiving their trust.

6. Future—Oriented Self: Strengthening
Plans and Dreams

All of the participants who studied in the online
university reported that they have been inspired to
develop plans and dreams such as writing a book,
opening welfare institutions, professional
volunteering, reentering the labor market, and going
to graduate school. None of the participants felt that
life was essentially over or that life's purpose had
been lost.

I feel that learning is worth investing in. I learned
from really intelligent coworkers who are masters in
their fields, so I will impart my knowledge and skills
to younger generations and write a really good book.
Now I am confident that I can teach them more
effectively. (Choi)

7. Total Interpretation

The six themes emerged from the interpretation of
transcripts are summarized as follow:

Self in the past: Before entering the university,
their selves were mainly related to the past when
they were actively involved in productive activities.
The present life they identified was dull and
meaningless. Their lifelong regret for missing an
opportunity to go to college strongly affected the
decision to reenter college.

Breaking from the convention: Their college
entrance meant a) reconnecting with society, b)
searching for meaningful work to do, ¢) resolving a
lifelong regret, and d) preparing for the future. Unlike
other older people, they attempted to break from a life
that had come to be perceived as meaningless and
take up the challenge of building a new life.

Struggling with the new challenges: After entering
an online university, the participants were confronted
with new challenges such as busy and tough

life-world, self-disappointment, and the burden of
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engagement. College studying in old age was not an
easy job. This fact caused them physical and mental
stresses. To adapt to this new environment, they need
to overcome these problems. Most older learners had
a trouble in participating in student meetings and
gatherings. This problem is not easy to solve give the
nature of the online learning environment which
allows students to remain isolated.

Attaining self-actualization: Through overcoming
the challenges, the participants gradually acquired
of how to study,

satisfaction, and positive reactions from others. The

self-mastering emotional
participants developed their own methods of studying
effectively and handling student duties. Furthermore,
they perceived themselves positively as a result of
good reactions from others to their learning. Some of
them never expected positive reactions from others
and were therefore pleasantly surprised when ever
they occurred.

Integrating a new identity: After obtaining
self-actualization, participants’ identity started to
change for the better. The new identity included
characteristics such as an attitude of lifelong learning,
open-mindedness, regaining vitality, expanding
perspectives, and capable and confident aging. Most
of them thought that learning is about living, thus it
makes people capable, confident, and younger.

Future-oriented self: Finally it appears that their
learning experiences enabled the participants to
replace their past-oriented sense of self with a more
positive, future-oriented version. This change
emerged from their tough but fruitful learning
process, and tended to inspire concrete future plans

and dreams.

V. Discussion and Conclusion

This study investigated the lived experiences of
older learners who study in an online university,
based on the interpretation of their narratives. This
phenomenological investigation revealed the meaning
of college studying from the perspective of ten older
learners in an online university. After the analysis of
the statements offered by the participants, six main
themes were drawn: self in the past, breaking from
the convention, struggling with the new challenges,
attaining self-actualization, integrating a new identity,
and future-oriented self.

The older learners in this study had lived in the age
of poverty and deficiency and spent their lives as
productive workers in the labor market during the
time of rapid economic development. They found
life’s meaning not from enjoying recreation and
leisure time but from their productive work in the
labor market, and shared the spirit of the times based
on diligency and sincerity. They also had worked
very hard, respected their parents, taken care of their
siblings as older brothers and big sisters, and of their
children as mother and father, and sacrificed
themselves for family members for their entire life.
Due to the reason, the meaning of existence for them
is strongly related to something "productive”. Being
productive provides them with not only the means of
material and life, but also the spiritual meaning. Their
lived experience during the times of economic drives
in Korea made them stick to the meaning of
production in their spirit. Even before retirement, they
started to consider and prepare their productive life
after retirement. They had attempted to achieve
certificates, and to go to evening college during their
employment. Comparing to other people, they tended
to work longer due to the knowledges and skills
developed during their employment. However, the
skill and knowledge learned in the past became
outdated shortly in the rapidly changing time, and the
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gap between their skill and younger workers' started
to increase more and more. Younger generations very
little express respect and values to older generations,
and focus more on equality and flexihility of thoughts.
Most of participants told that they attempted to enjoy
life through recreation and hobbies, but did not
achieve full of satisfaction from those activities, so far
as their perception of being "productive” does not
change. What they wanted was not enjoying but
working; that is, they wanted to get self-actualization
and a life worth living from productive working. The
society, however, does not respond their productive
needs and is pushing out even younger people in the
labor market.

Entering the online university became a proper
means to recover crashed respect from families and
younger people around them, and to persue productive
work after their college studying. Online college
studying also became an opportunity to solve their
life-long regrets towards getting a college degree,
and important ways to go back to a productive field
and find their meaning of life through hard-working
However, unlike their

expectation, online studying was not easy to do due

and  self-development.

to the difficulties of online learning, such as the
computer-related and non—face to face learning. Other
challenges included making relationship with a
variety of age groups in student gatherings. Some of
them avoided meeting with other students and felt
difficult to communicate with and be socialized with
them. From a variety of difficulties and challenges
they faced in the online university, they finally got
through many of the difficulties and achieved
self-confidence and self-actualization. Although the
college studying is not productive work in the labor
market, it could motivate and stimulate their
challenges that ultimately could transform them from
a past-oriented self to a future-oriented self. The

main theme of older learners’ experiences in this
study is the transformation from the past-oriented
self to future-oriented self, and the meaning involved
in the older learners’ thoughts in their life is "being
productive”. This meaning of being productive
derives from the discourse of economic development
centered on Korean society from their childhood to
working ages.

Since previous studies have given very little
attention to older learners in online universities, it is
impossible to compare the research findings to those
from other studies. However, the findings in this
study are largely similar to previous studies on older
learners. Russell [31] pointed out that learning for
later-life computer learners is about the search for
the authentic self and the integrity of the self and the
search for the meaning in life, the ontological. The
main theme of this study is also related to the change
in and integration of self image and to questions of
the meaning of their life. As Russell [32] adds, the
later-life learners did not give in to the notion of
inevitable decline in later-life, and they rejected the
notion that there comes a time to withdraw from
society. According to Jarvis [33], learning would be
an obvious and potentially popular growth choice for
older adults. It could even be argued that in the Third
Age there is more time to pursue learning for growth,
existential outcomes, and self-actualization.

One of the findings in this study is a shift “from
past-oriented  self to future-oriented  self.”
Maintaining a sense of self was very important to the
older adults. They want continuity, inclusion,
integrity in their relation with main stream society
Hori [34]
reported the uniqueness of the learning needs of the

and prefer autonomy to depend the.

elderly as needs for ties (i. e, ties to the future, to the
past, to the people, to the society, etc.). This is related
to the finding that participants in this study want to
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have ties with the society and the future. These ties
are related to their instrumental learning needs
influenced by their consideration of lives after
retirement as being dull and meaningless. According
to Hori and Fujiwara [35], analysis of the relationship
revealed that the elderly who have s serious activity
limitations have an orientation toward “instrumental
and social-external” learning, and the elderly who
have moderate activity limitations have an orientation
toward "instrumental and social-external” learning,
and communicative-internal.” Londoner [36] said that
“the elderly tend to have instrumental needs for
survival.” In this respect, participants in this study
might feel anxiety about their future and as a result,
they need to survive in a rapidly changing society.
Williams and Montepare [37] pointed out that the
major educational needs of the elderly were in the
realms of leisure and personal development. This was
somewhat different from the finding in this study that
the participants wanted to break from the convention
which regards elderly persons as unproductive
entities, even though personal development is one of
the main motivations to pursue college studies. At the
same time, the difference between older learners in
informal education and those in formal education
should be considered. All the participants in this
study tended to work very hard and live intensely
during their younger years and tried to continue the
same way in their later life. There is a possibility that
those who succeeded in their working life and had a
lot of rewards resulted from their own endeavors
could be more satisfied with studies in formal
education which is considered to be more demanding
than those in informal education. In formal education,
they have to compete with younger to be and will
get more sense of achievement if they win in the
competition. In this respect, older learners in this

study wanted not to remain behind, and more than

that, they wanted to be treated equally with the
younger generation working productively in the labor
market by showing their ability to compete with
them. For these older learners, participating in
informal classes for the elderly and getting together
with other older adults mean not achieving something
meaningful but just waiting and preparing for their
last time.

Furthermore, cultural perspectives regarding higher
education would vary from one country to the other.
The participants in this study started their college
studies because of a lifelong desire for college
graduation, which is highly valued in Korean society.

Understanding and identifying their orientation
towards 'production’ is essential not only in dealing
with and helping older students pursuing a college
degree but also in developing services and programs
for older adults in the aging society. The implication
of this study is that older adults are not satisfied with
programs based on hobbies and recreation for a long
period of time. They might feel comfortable when
they have more or less connections to the labor
market. When the activities involving the concept of
production existed in their subconsciousness are
supported and provided, their needs will be met and
transformed to social contribution. Older adults want
to be seen not as unproductive and consuming beings,
but as main agents of economic activity. Their college
studying includes their message to the society that
they are productive enough to work, and to challenge
the social demands as a main actor of the society.
Understanding this meaning of production included in
olders’ existence raises questions about developing a
variety of policies for older population. At the same
time, it is important to provide various dimensions of
student assistances including tutors not too young to
intimidate older learners and intensified interactions
between the instructor and the students in online
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universities.
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