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Dance performance at Sagacity, an annual older people’s dance 
performance event organised by Green Candle.  Jackie Richards writes on 

page 24 about her experience of dance and older people in both the 
creative and the academic fields - photo Jo Alexander 
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FROM THE CHAIR….. 
Keith Percy 

 
 

 
In May 2018, the European Commission 
published its Communication on 
Building a stronger Europe: the role of 
youth, education and culture policies. 
The communication declares its 
commitment to the first principle of the 
European Pillar of Social Rights, i.e. the 
right to quality education, training and 
lifelong learning, as well as the need for 
an “inclusive, lifelong learning based 
and innovation driven approach to 
education and training” 1.  In June 2018, 
in an excellent critique of the 
communication, the European 
Association for the Education of Adults 
(of which AEA is an associate partner) 
noted the absence of a “holistic lifelong 
learning approach” in which, in fact, 
“adults are not left behind”2. The EAEA 
might have added “and older adults even 
more so”. 
 
It is in this kind of public debate, in 
which the importance of learning 
opportunities for older adults is normally 
neglected, that one of the aims of the 
Association for Education and Ageing 
becomes even more significant.  That 
aim is to contribute to the development 
of public policy on education and older 
adults at local, national and even 
European level. Since the publication of 
the last Digest, AEA members in the UK 
have been contributing to a growing 
movement of protest against the 
reductions of publicly financed 
educational opportunities for older 
adults. They have organised fringe 
meetings at the national Pensioners’ 
Parliament in Blackpool and at the 
annual conference of the British Society 
of Gerontology in Manchester and 
contributed as speakers to other 

meetings. Commentary on these 
activities, and on some of the papers 
which have been produced to support 
them, are included in the pages which 
follow under the heading Active Minds – 
Still Learning. 
 
AEA’s other aims are to improve 
practice and to advance knowledge in 
relation to the education and learning of 
older adults. With regard to practice, 
AEA has recently been exploring ways 
in which it can join with other 
organisations to extend its reach and 
increase its influence. For example, in 
recent months, it has added the Age-
Friendly Museums Network and the 
Learning and Work Institute to its list of 
partners. In February an AEA Executive 
member went to and reported positively 
on the second international conference 
of the Age-Friendly University Network 
in Dublin. AEA will keep a watching 
brief on this Network and consider how 
it can relate to it. In recent months AEA 
has also been in discussions with the 
Social Partnership Network (which 
contains a range of institutions including 
the Open University, the WEA, 
UNISON, the Leonard Cheshire 
Foundation and others) with a view to 
becoming a partner in the network and 
an advocate there for the interests of 
older learners. The network’s interests 
are lifelong learning and social justice 
through educational access and more 
diversity and flexibility in the higher 
education system, and the pathways to it, 
for those who are excluded. 
 
As the next in its sequence of 
workshops/seminars on practice, AEA is 
organising in Manchester on September 
19th 2018, a workshop on Memory and 



 4

how to make the most of it. This will take 
place in the Brooks Building, 
Manchester Metropolitan University 
after the AEA AGM and before the 
annual Glendenning Memorial Lecture. 
Further details when available will be 
published on the AEA website and 
circulated to members. 
 
With regard to its aim of advancing 
knowledge and supporting research and 
its application to practice, AEA has now 
stabilised and strengthened its 
International Journal of Education and 
Ageing to the extent that over a 13- 
month period it is expected that five 
issues of the IJEA will have been 
published. The continuing good 
reputation of the IJEA is evidenced by 
the increasing numbers of articles being 
received from across the world from 
authors wishing to be published in the 
journal. More information on the IJEA 
can be found on page 21. 
 
And finally the first fruits of the Special 
Interest Group on Educational 
Gerontology established jointly earlier 

this year between AEA, the British 
Society of Gerontology and the 
Ransackers Association within the 
framework of the BSG was a symposium 
of four research papers held during the 
BSG conference in Manchester in the 
first week of July. 
 
References 
1European Commission Building a 
stronger Europe: the role of youth, 
education and culture policies. 
Communication from the Commission, 
Brussels, COM (2018) 268 final, 
22.5.2018. 
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-
18-3704_en.htm  
 
2EAEA European Education must not 
leave adults behind. 
Reaction to the Second Package of the 
European Education Area 
EAEA Statement, June 2018.  
https://eaea.org/our-work/influencing-
policy/statements/  
 
 

 
 

ACTIVE MINDS – STILL LEARNING 
AEA in action 

 
Editorial rant here.    
When I first joined AEA back in, I think 
it was, 2004, the older learning scene 
was a very different animal.  There was 
acknowledgment and a degree of 
support from the then Labour 
government for the idea that lifelong 
learning was one of the best ways of 
keeping an already ageing population 
physically and mentally healthy and 
engaged with life and society.  Over the 
years that support has effectively 

evaporated and to cut a long story short 
the emphasis in this ongoing age of 
austerity in both schools and adult 
education is on acquiring “marketable 
skills”.  The concept of education for its 
own sake, to expand the individual’s 
horizons and understanding throughout 
life from schooldays throughout life and 
into the euphemistic “golden years” now 
seems to have gone by the board.  It’s all 
about the money and not about the spirit.   
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However AEA has not forgotten its brief 
to “encourage the development of 
educational opportunities for older 
people.”  As Keith Percy reports in his 
From the Chair column, we have raised 
and debated the issue in public several 
times this year under the heading Active 
Minds - Still Learning – a slogan under 
which we can build the momentum into 
an ongoing campaign with AEA as one 
of its leaders and instigators.   
 
The first of these occasions was a 
comparatively small event at the 
Hornsey Pensioners Action Group 
(HPAG) AGM in London on February 
21st.  But as the saying goes “mighty 
oaks from little acorns grow”.  John 
Miles spoke to the theme of “Active 
Minds Still Learning” at the event, 
where, as he puts it, “The Campaign 
Started Here.”   
 

 
 
Speaking to about 30 members of 
Hornsey Pensioners Action Group, I was 
joined on the platform by Maggie 
Weatherby of the Alexandra Women’s 
Institute, which serves Crouch End and 
Muswell Hill. In my talk I pointed out 

how good the evidence is for our 
continuing ability to learn - despite the 
often strong subjective sense of 
difficulty and the disincentives evoked 
through stereotyping and the withdrawal 
of provision. I ran through some things I 
have personally learned recently and 
pointed out one or two - like writing - 
that I’m convinced I’ve got better at 
through intensive recent practice. But I 
had also to accept that the three months 
it’s taken to memorise a seventy-line 
poem by Shelley was a painful contrast 
to the time it used to take me to learn 
lines for a play at school.  
 
We could, I pointed out, discuss learning 
as fun (which it often is), learning as a 
way of socialising and making friends 
(which it can be likewise) but also 
consider it as a way of enhancing our 
knowhow - to understand ourselves 
better and explore how we can hold our 
own and build influence in the world. I 
suggested though that it is too easy to 
just dwell on the supposed wisdom of 
experience and the continuing viability 
of the skills we carry with us. I 
introduced a little book by Gordon 
Hawkins, who at 85 began writing about 
his determined efforts to establish what 
was going on with his brain and what he 
could do to enhance it. He read 
everything from text-books and research 
papers to novels and philosophical tracts 
and attended gerontology conferences, 
which was where I came across him. By 
the time he had finished writing the 
book, he was at 90 years old and 
emigrating to Canada with the intention 
of jettisoning most of his belongings and 
starting a new life.  
 
One of the writers whose work 
Hutchinson looked into was Diana 
Athill, now a nearish north London 



 6

neighbour, who in her 90s elected to 
move into the Mary Fielding Guild care 
home in Highgate. Faced with living in 
one room she enlisted a nephew to help 
her reduce her books to a manageable 
number. A night or two before she was 
due to move she found herself in A&E 
after a collapse, an incident she 
interpreted as a profound anticipatory 
shock. These two sharply contrasted 
‘journeys’ - Hutchinson’s and Athill’s - 
have, I argued, much in common with 
the elements of preparation, risk and 
adventure and in terms of facing the 
unexpected, of learning something new. 
The case for a right to education at this 
stage of our lives is largely ignored. I 
pointed out how well it had been 
captured in Tom Schuller and David 
Watson’s proposal for a statutory 
entitlement to an educational review at 
the ages of 25, 50 and 75. 
 
Given how much the delivery of 
education has changed and the way it is 
currently being altered for people of all 
ages by the digital revolution and the 
consumerist promises of choice, it may 
not be easy to work out what an ongoing 
entitlement to public, free education 
should consist of. Inequality and lifelong 
educational disadvantage must of course 
preoccupy any progressive government. 
And I’ve been impressed by the efforts, 
even under austerity, that some local 
authorities such as Camden and 
Westminster have made to keep basic 
skills and computing courses available. 
A few days earlier I’d spoken to a couple 
of OU teachers, Peter Jones and Ian 
Robinson, about possible course content 
for people at any age. Pete saw 
understanding money and the economy 
as pivotal. Ian thought everyone should 
be able to play in a brass band and 
recommended the digital graphics 

products Wacom as a must for 
campaigning groups and subversives. 
My suggestion was about the use of 
maps to collate and present information 
about power and resources - as in Danny 
Dorling’s 21st century atlas of the UK.  
 

 
 
Ignorance is no help to anyone in a 
rapidly changing world, where fake 
news comes to hold such a dangerous 
appeal.  
 
Beforehand, with the approval of the 
HPAG committee, Janet Shapiro and I 
had drafted the following motion, which 
the members present at the meeting 
carried enthusiastically:  
 
“This meeting regards access to 
education as a human right for all age 
groups, including older people. We note 
that adult and community education 
funding has been cut by 40% in last 10 
years reducing opportunities open to 
older people. The higher fees charged 
exclude those on lower incomes and 
reduces the number of courses on offer. 
We demand that adult and community 
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education is properly supported with 
adequate funding by the government.” 
 
The intention now is to build a campaign 
at the grass-roots and among educators 
and professionals to revitalise this whole 
debate and build some public pressure 
behind those bright proposals that 
policy-makers have found so easy to 
ignore. The government’s review of 
education for over-18s should provide 
the policy context although, judging by 
the recent House of Lords debate (see 
link at the end of this article), it will take 
work to promote the needs of the ‘oldest 
old’. 
 
After I’d spoken I took a couple of 
questions. I’d mentioned Wendy 
Mitchell’s new book Somebody I used to 
know to illustrate the realities of learning 
in the face of dementia: a member 
wanted to read it. Another recalled 
positively his days as a mature student of 
the Workers Educational Association. 
Did I think now it should all be about 
computers? I didn’t. Over tea the late 
Haringey campaigner Pam Moffatt 
caught my eye. ‘You didn’t’ she said 
‘mention the U3A’. And I hadn’t - 
largely for want of time. Pam, who uses 
an electric wheelchair, explained how 
she had just started a discussion group in 
her own house. The University of the 
Third Age is a phenomenon, and it has 
altered the picture profoundly over the 
last thirty years. It represents a new 
variation on an old theme of radical self-
education and of ongoing purposeful 
activity among higher educated and 
often post-professional people. But it 
doesn’t engage with everyone, and it’s 
not well placed to maintain the quality 
and capabilities of teaching, which must 
be a vital component of any robust 
sustainable strategy for public education. 

The U3A and other community 
education initiatives have established 
new styles (and maintained some old 
ones) in learning. Let’s all work together 
now to restore public traditions of access 
and opportunity alongside it. 
 
Bibliography 
Tom Schuller and David Watson 2009 
Learning through life: Inquiry for the 
Future of Lifelong Learning NIACE, 
Leicester 
Gordon Hutchinson 2012 An Errant 
Age: approaching ninety Pen2Print, 
West Yorkshire 
Diana Athill 2015 Alive, Alive Oh!: and 
other things that matter, Granta, London 
Danny Dorling 2016 21st century atlas 
of the UK, People and Places Policy 
Press, Bristol  
Wendy Mitchell 2018 Somebody I used 
to know Bloomsbury, London 
Wacom Intuos 
https://www.wacom.com/en-us  
JM: 27/02/2018 (amended 22/06/2018). 
 
Hansard link to House of Lords debate 
on Lifelong learning 
https://hansard.parliament.uk/Lords/201
8-04-16/debates/25575370-1D1B-4991-
A69D-
D32A231E6BA3/LifelongLearning  
 
The baton was then taken up by AEA 
Chair Keith Percy, speaking at the 
National Pensioners Convention 
Pensioners’ Parliament in Blackpool, 
where AEA hosted a meeting on our 
signature theme again Active Minds – 
Still Learning. 
 
Let me start by saying that the 
Association for Education and Ageing 
(AEA), which is hosting this lunch-time 
event, is a small national charity which 
is concerned with promoting and 



 8

supporting learning opportunities for 
older people. It has three goals:  
1) to promote and to do research into 
older people’s learning and education;  
2) to encourage good practice in 
teaching and learning for older people; 
3) to lobby and to argue for policy 
improvements at local and national level. 
Probably this meeting is more about that 
third goal.  
 

 
Pensioners’ Parliament – fringe meeting 

 
AEA’s definition of education and 
learning is a very broad one. Although 
some people still talk about “being too 
old to learn”, AEA does not believe that 
anyone is too old. It may be that there 
are changes in memory capacity for 
example but there are also ways of 
overcoming them. All older people, 
AEA believes, are learning all the time, 
no matter how old we are.  
 
Of course, there are big differences over 
whether and how the learning takes 
place and whether other people are 
involved as teachers or as co-learners. 
Today we are really focussing on 
learning in classes or learning groups 
which involve other people and perhaps 
someone who is recognised and 
probably paid as a teacher or tutor. In 
this country some universities, most 
major local authorities and some 
voluntary and private organisations 
provide programmes of classes for 
adults, including older adults, for a fee.  

But such classes have become less 
common over the last twenty years or so, 
as the provision of classes by state -
funded organisations has shrunk mainly 
because of austerity and public 
expenditure cuts. Cuts have also meant 
that the fees payable by individuals have 
increased, thus excluding people on 
lower incomes including many older 
people. It is difficult to find clear 
statistics to prove the point. However, it 
seems that, between 2010 and 2015 
government spending on core adult 
skills, which included much of the 
surviving adult education classroom-
based provision, which older adults 
might have joined, fell by 40% overall in 
England 1. It has been calculated that 
over one million publicly funded 
learning opportunities have disappeared 
in funding cuts since 20102. 
 
Why does all this matter? Well, one 
answer is that learning opportunities and 
support for learning is a democratic right 
whatever age we are. We all have 
interests. Many of us are curious to 
know more or to improve our skills.  
Moreover our world is changing, 
becoming more complex, more 
challenging every decade, even every 
year – arguably particularly so for older 
people. We have to keep on learning 
how to cope with it, how to benefit from 
it, how to contribute to improving it. 
Publicly funded adult education classes 
provide, or did provide, part of this 
learning. 
 
Don’t forget that older people, 
pensioners, are terms which cover 
people over a large age range of 20 to 30 
years, say from the 60s to the 90s. 
There’s a big variety of learning needs 
there from those who have recently 
retired and may need to learn a new 
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identity with new roles in the post 
retirement period to those in what it is 
now the fashion to call the "fourth age" 
when people may with help need to learn 
once again how to maintain identity, 
health, social engagement and wellbeing 
during the final stages of life. It is in the 
interests of society, as well as of the 
individual, that all these learning needs 
are addressed. 
 

 
Full session of the Pensioners’ Parliament  

 
There is now a large body of research, 
case studies and testimonies about the 
health and well-being benefits of 
“learning activity” for older people.  
You have all, probably, heard the slogan 
“Active Ageing”.  This refers not only to 
exercise, keep fit and sport classes but 
also to intellectual, creative and craft 
classes whether in say, philosophy or 
philately, crochet or calligraphy. Active 
Ageing is about not only keeping older 
people physically fit but also 
intellectually sharper and manually more 
dextrous. But there is also for older 
people the social side in all of these 
learning activities - doing them with 
other people, getting out of the house 
and mixing, interacting, making friends. 
  
As you know, one of the serious blights 
for many older people is loneliness. 
It is well known that when state funded 
provision of a social good reduces or 
ceases, there will be pressure on the 
private and/or voluntary sectors to step 

in and compensate. Certainly, that has 
happened over the past 20/30 years with 
the adult classes, which older adults 
attend. One example is all the fitness and 
dance classes that have sprung up in the 
private sector, for example in leisure 
centres.  
 
There has also been an interesting 
growth in two large voluntary 
organisations which come to mind. The 
Workers’ Educational Association runs 
an impressive national programme of 
adult classes. In 2013 it reported 
participation of 61,000 adult learners, of 
whom 54% were 60 years or older3.  
 
Of course, the WEA does receive a grant 
from government but the incredible 
University of the Third Age (U3A) does 
not wish to do so. U3A was founded in 
1982 and now has over 400,000 
members (mostly over 60 years) in local 
groups across the UK and getting larger 
each year. You probably know that 
members participate in a huge range of 
classes or learning groups which range 
from the academic to the practical with 
walking and rambling and all forms of 
music, including musical appreciation 
and choral singing, as the most popular. 
But I recently discovered an article in 
the U3A newsletter on obscure or so-
called “rare” subjects learned in the 
U3A. Among 700 rare subjects it 
referred to were “Church graffiti”, 
“Cocktails” and “Sex in the Ancient 
World”4. U3A learning groups take 
place without a paid tutor. Often a 
member of a group acts as learning 
leader; sometimes there is genuine peer 
learning with all members of a group 
taking turns to lead the group.  It means 
that the costs of U3A learning, although 
varying throughout the UK, are 
relatively low with members paying an  
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annual fee to the local group and 
relatively little for each class. 
  
Despite the splendid contributions of 
such organisations as the WEA and the 
U3A, I think that government and 
society must recognise that the provision 
of learning opportunities for older 
people is an important social imperative 
and must rank higher in public spending 
priorities. It’s about valuing and 
respecting older people. Maybe it is not 
as important as having adequate medical 
care and adequate income for a healthy 
diet but it is important.  
 

 
What do we want?  Learning ops.  When do 

we want them?  Now! 
 

When I was a young university 
researcher in the mid-1960s I discovered 
a significant minority of local 
authorities, which provided free adult 
education classes for those whom they 
normally described in those days as “the 
elderly”. Free classes had disappeared, I 
think, by the 1970s. Personally I would 
like to return to those days. Free 
education for all those not only in the 
First Age but also those in the Third 
Age. But that is an impossible political 
goal for the immediate future; 
gradualism is the sensible strategy. So I 
do think that a demand for “adequate” 
funding for adult education, particularly 
for older adult education, is a reasonable 
policy goal now. Which being translated 
probably means lower fees for older 

adults and consultation with older adults 
at district-level on the sorts of classes 
that they would like to see provided. 
 
References: 
1) Full Fact [GB] Spending for adult 
skills fell by 40% between 2010 and 
2015. 18th February 2018.  
https://fullfact.org/education/spending-
adult-skills/  
2)  Whittaker, F. & Offord, P., 
Government cuts could ‘decimate’ adult 
education by 2020, AoC warn. Society 
for Education and Training News, 25th 
March,2015. 
https://feweek.co.uk/2015/03/25/govern
ment-cuts-could-decimate-adult-
education-by-2020-aoc-warns/  
3) Naz, I. (2018) “The course was a 
lifeline”. How informal adult education 
impacts other areas of older peoples’ 
lives. International Journal of Education 
and Ageing, 4, 2, 124-5. 
4) Indexing unusual interest groups. 
U3A Sources, 11 January 2018 
https://sources.u3a.org.uk/2018/01/11/th
e-u3a-index-of-the-rare/  
 
A full report on other issues raised at the 
Pensioners’ Parliament from the 
National Union of Journalists’ 60+ team 
can be downloaded/opened here.   
AEA’s contribution is mentioned on 
page 8.   
https://www.nuj.org.uk/documents/repor
t-on-the-national-pensioners-
conventions-pensioners/  
 
Now onto the next salvo in our 
campaign.  The British Society of 
Gerontology held its 47th Annual 
Conference in July.  In the run up to the 
conference proper, AEA’s John Miles 
and Emma- Reeta Koivune organized an 
open meeting on Tuesday 3rd July as 
part of the work of the new Special 
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Interest Group (SIG) of the BSG on 
Educational Gerontology, which is 
backed by a partnership between the 
BSG, the AEA and Ransackers 
Association.  The object of the meeting 
was to discuss the future of adult 
education and its importance for 
older people.   The title - you’ve guessed 
it – Active Minds – Still Learning.  Jane 
Watts reports on what turned out to be a 
very interesting and stimulating event, in 
which a plan of action for the campaign 
started to emerge.   
  
Also forming part of Manchester’s 
Festival of Ageing and held at 
Manchester Metropolitan University, the 
event was attended by about 18 people 
on a very hot afternoon.  There were two 
parts to the event. A seminar style 
presentation and discussion was 
followed by a lively debate around the 
possibility of a new campaign for later 
life learning - Active Minds Still 
Learning.  
 

 
Chris Phillipson (at AEA Conference 2016) 
 
Firstly we heard an excellent 
presentation from Professor Chris 
Phillipson with the intriguing title of Re-
Creating Spaces for Ageing: the role of 
education in later life.  Chris contrasted 

the much greater activity of the past with 
what is happening now, showing how 
the opportunities for learning in later life 
and lifelong learning in general are 
diminishing, most particularly in terms 
of opportunities to participate in formal 
learning.  There are though some 
brighter notes including in particular the 
growth of the U3A and other mutual and 
self-supporting activity.  Some 
community learning and other further 
and higher education programmes are 
however still taking place.  
 
Chris made a plea though for more 
transformational learning as intended 
and promoted by those pioneers such as 
Frank Glendenning and others, well 
known to the readers of AEA Digest.    
The spaces of the title were defined as 
where education and learning can enable 
us to practise ageing and thinking about 
ageing; spaces where we can ‘unlearn’ 
what we learned for work and re-
examine stereotypes; and places where 
we can re-engage with activism as 
opposed merely participating in ‘active 
ageing’.  
 
Chris pointed out that, despite the 
government’s stated intention to extend 
working lives, in fact many people aged 
over 50 are not in employment and many 
people across the whole of Europe and 
not just in the UK hope and plan to 
‘retire’ by around 60, either from full 
time paid work if they are in it or to stop 
looking for paid work once they hit this 
age.  Projections drawn up for a 
government  
Foresight report by Chris and Martin 
Hyde 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/g
overnment/uploads/system/uploads/attac
hment_data/file/463059/gs-15-9-future-
ageing-lifelong-learning-er02.pdf show a 
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steady and inexorable decline in older 
people’s participation in learning across 
as long as the next 25 years. Chris 
further mentioned the missing spaces 
such as libraries and museums which 
have been closed, therefore reducing yet 
further the opportunities for older people 
to learn together. The dual drivers of 
austerity and lack of focus on adult 
learning have caused great gaps to 
appear.  
 
A further change, Chris noted, is the 
comparative lack of pre-retirement 
education. The changing economy, 
different types of business and the 
privatisation of the small supply that 
there is have contributed to this. 
But education has a huge role to play, 
whatever choices or lack of choice 
people have, so this decline needs 
addressing by increasing opportunities. 
 
There are some glimmers of light to 
report, such as the exponential growth of 
U3A and a growth in arts and humanities 
provision, including through some 
theatres and galleries.  But despite this 
there is a crisis in institutional 
recognition of older learners. And  no-
one really has responsibility for tackling 
this.  
 

 We need to come back to the 
idea of entitlements to learning - 
especially at key transition points 
(see Schuller and Watson1 ). 

 We need a HE and FE strategy 
for older people’s learning - but 
this learning needs to be 
transformational and promote a 
participatory culture. 

 We need to be ‘engaged in the 
work of civil repair’ (see The 
Civil Sphere2 ), which struck me 
as a fascinating and necessary 

idea.  Education and learning, 
Chris suggested, should be a 
process of thinking of precise 
utopias for ageing, following 
ideas proposed by Davina 
Cooper3 ).  

 We should be teaching forward 
towards real and possible futures, 
which we develop together.  
Critical educational gerontology 
would help us to challenge 
austerity and precariousness.  

 We need to think about new 
forms of ageing and challenging 
the networks of power which 
exclude older people.  

 
A lively Q and A ensued, where Chris 
acknowledged that he had been a bit 
hard on U3A and that many people both 
undertook challenging learning within its 
auspices and benefited enormously from 
participating in it. 
 
It was widely acknowledged that 
intergenerational learning and other 
activities are to be encouraged in their 
broadest sense.  Ransackers drew 
attention to the vast array of evidence, 
which is gathered within their archive 
and could provide some of the 
background evidence for demands for 
more learning in later life – evidence 
which will be needed if we are to have 
any impact. The fact that the Learning 
and Work Institute has not been able to 
continue to conduct its annual 
participation survey was bemoaned, as 
this was such a valuable source of 
evidence for anyone concerned to 
promote adult learning. 
 
Once the discussion with Chris had 
concluded, John Miles introduced ideas 
which are starting to coalesce behind a 
campaign for later life learning. This had 
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been prompted by discussions between 
the SIG partners and a meeting of the 
Hornsey Pensioners Action Group 
followed by further discussions at the 
Pensioners Parliament in Blackpool 
where John and AEA Chair Keith Percy 
had presented a motion.   
 
There was broad support for the notion 
of a campaign and some people certainly 
liked the title. There are many groups 
whose expertise can be drawn on and we 
can: 

 challenge the ‘audit culture’, 
which can create barriers to 
setting up and running learning.  

 work with health  
 develop broad intergenerational 

practice 
 address the way that both young 

and old can be lonely - ‘isolated, 
insulated and separated’ as Bill 
from a branch of U3A described 
it.  

Lack of human contact is very different 
from what governmental programmes on 
loneliness imagine.   
 
We need to keep an eye on debates in 
the House of Lords and could also re-
approach the All Party Parliamentary 
Group.  What is clear is that people of all 
ages do like to learn and the benefits are 
tangible but it appears that we are 
currently experiencing a hostile 
environment towards real learning. 
 
References:   
1 2009, Learning through Life, NIACE. 
2 Alexander, JC. 2008 The Civil Sphere. 
Oxford University Press 
3 2013, Everyday Utopias, Duke 
University Press. 
 
AEA also took part in the BSG 
conference proper, when Caroline 

Holland chaired a symposium on: 
Lifelong learning and learning about 
the long life: an exploration of 
educational gerontology.  The title this 
time may have been different but we 
were still getting across our message 
about the importance of older learning.  
John Miles who contributed to the 
session, reports on the event 
 
The Friday morning 6th July educational 
gerontology symposium at this year’s 
British Society of Gerontology 
conference in Manchester appears to 
have been the first for some time - the 
last presentation stream I’ve been able to 
trace was at Sheffield in 1998. If it was 
not too well-attended - I think we peaked 
with eighteen people briefly in the room 
at one point - it was more than made up 
for by the quality and range of the four 
presentations. Caroline Holland, who 
chaired, introduced the session and 
reminded everyone present of the aims 
of the new SIG. We began with 
gerontological education with Ellen 
Tullo presenting first on the Newcastle 
University Ageing Generations 
Education (NUAGE) module at 
Newcastle University, a revelatory 
initiative in many ways.  
 

 
 Students and older people working together 

on the NUAGE project 
 

I then introduced the early stages of a 
study of the experience of gerontology 
course participants at UK universities, at 
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a point when the survival of such 
opportunities seems increasingly and 
bizarrely under threat. We went on to 
hear first from Marielle Beringen (CL, 
London) on the ‘socially-rewarding 
experience of retired English language 
learners in the Netherlands’ and then 
from Manik Gopanath (Open University) 
on learning in the Fourth Age: ‘a 
systematic review of qualitative research 
to synthesise learning-related 
experiences of physical activity 
participation’, drawing on her 
engagement with Amartya Sen’s 
capability approach. At a brief 
concluding round table we were asked 
for our thoughts on the importance of 
teaching by SIG stalwart Sue Stuart and 
then challenged by Teresa Lefort on the 
structural and attitudinal barriers to 
serious study that older people continue 
to face. What struck me at the time was 
how much ground we had covered in an 
hour: the bizarre shrinkage of 
opportunities to train as a gerontologist 
in the UK; the scope to connect with a 
wider outlook on life and the world, 
which is afforded by language learning 

in later life; the importance of an 
educational approach to develop 
‘physical literacy’ among care-home 
residents. But perhaps most tellingly the 
rich potential, which was evident from 
involving older citizens in a ten-week 
course open to Newcastle University 
students from across the whole 
university on the NUAGE module, to 
which Ellen Tullo introduced us with 
this nicely-documented film: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1R5
IxGC6fiU&feature=youtu.be . 
 
Let us agree then that with the BSG’s 
continuing support, we can build on this 
sound start to extend the initiative in the 
future. 
 
So - onwards and upwards with our 
campaign.  If you have any comments or 
suggestions of ways we might further the 
campaign, please put them in an email 
headed Active Minds - Still Learning 
and send them to me at  
carolofdawes@btinternet.com  and I will 
pass them to the  Executive Committee.  
 

 

OTHER NEWS 

An often neglected area in older 
learning is preparing for retirement.   
Jane Watts has been looking into the 
subject and most particularly at an 
innovative project, which goes under the 
title of Restor(y)ing Retirement 
 
“I’m reassured - I was really anxious.  I 
have no specific plan.  I was worried - 
with my background and my work ethic. 
Now I want to leave, but importantly 
now I’m happy that I’m going.  I won’t 
just sit at home.  I know there are things 

I want to do. I don’t have plans yet but I 
will.” 
So said one participant on the 
(Restor(y)ing Retirement course. 
 
Some people thrive in retirement; it’s 
what they’ve been longing for or at least 
looking forward to. They have lots of 
plans and are able to realise them. For 
others though things don’t work out so 
well. Can education help to address this, 
and if so how? 
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Traditionally and to this day retirement 
preparation courses, workshops or 
information have been limited in both 
scope and availability. Most people did 
not attend a pre-retirement course of any 
kind and those that existed were too 
little, too late, being focused almost 
entirely on finances and targeted mostly 
at senior managers. Those who could 
perhaps most benefit from some pre-
retirement planning, advice or education 
were the least likely to get it. 
 
The Transitions in Later Life (TILL) 
programme, funded by the Calouste 
Gulbenkian Foundation and the Centre 
for Ageing Better is running a range of 
pilot programmes to address the paucity 
of support for people in planning their 
retirement and particularly with their 
wellbeing in mind. The TILL 
programme aims to address some 
people’s poor experience of retirement 
and is based on a range of prior research. 
The project also emerged from the work, 
which the Foundation has done in 
supporting what became the Campaign 
to End Loneliness. The Calouste 
Gulbenkian Foundation‘s Transitions in 
Later Life https://gulbenkian.pt/uk-
branch/our-work/transitions-in-later-life/  
is the first funding programme of its 
kind in the UK to concentrate on 
improving how people are supported 
ahead of retirement. The focus is on the 
emotional aspects of retirement rather 
than the practical (finance, housing, care 
etc) and the intention is to give 
participants tools and tips to strengthen 
their emotional resilience and live 
fulfilling later lives. 
 
A series of pilot projects under the 
heading Transitions in Later Life are 
being run across the UK and are being 
hosted by a wide range of different 

organisations, including employers, 
public and private bodies and voluntary 
organisations taking many different 
approaches. Further information from 
Gulbenkian’s Insight report 
https://www.ageing-
better.org.uk/sites/default/files/2017-
10/TILL-Insight-report.pdf      
 

 
Restor(y)ing Retirement in action 

 
One of the pilots, Restor(y)ing 
Retirement, is organised by the Centre 
for Policy on Ageing in the shape of 
CPA Associates Hannah McDowall, 
Dave Martin and Jane Watts and has 
been tested as a two day course spread 
over three weeks.  The course uses 
personal story, gathered stories and 
entirely experiential approaches; its 
intended and actual outcomes are to 
experience new insights into ‘retirement 
and mid-late life transitions. 
 
The Leeds pilot was run in partnership 
initially with Leeds City Council and is 
being taken forward by Leeds Older 
People’s Forum Time to Shine 
Programme, one of the Lottery funded 
Ageing Better projects. Still working in 
partnership with Leeds City Council, 
LOPF/Time to Shine, are seeking to roll 
out the programme to a range of other 
people through their employers or in the 
community.  But their ambitions are 
even wider than that. They are seeking to 
use this to support the City Council’s 
aim to make Leeds the ‘best city to grow 
old in’ - an initiative of Age-Friendly 
Leeds. http://www.opforum.org.uk/time-
to-shine/  
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It is clear that with new retirement 
patterns and expectations of longevity, 
not to mention changing pension 
arrangements, people need to come 
together to reflect on their experiences to 
help them prepare for this next stage of 
life, well before they retire and to help 
them build better ways forward in a 
spirit of optimism and community rather 
than fear.  
 
In a future issue of the Digest I hope to 
report more on the stories of participants 
and reveal what happened next to the 
plans. 
 
Knowing how to use the internet and 
how to operate the various digital 
products such as mobile phones has 
become effectively an essential for 
dealing with contemporary everyday life.  
But many consumers, not just older ones, 
can be totally baffled when it comes to 
buying gadgets such as tablets, laptops 
and smartphones and have ended up 
with products which they have no idea 
how to use or indeed may be totally 
unsuitable for the purpose they want 
them for.  The problem lies, argues 
Hilary Farnworth, with the fact that 
consumers, particularly older ones, 
don’t get the help that they need at the 
point of sale, resulting in Digital 
Exclusion in the High Street. 
 
Ransackers Association has had many 
discussions in recent years over this 

issue. We are all about later life learning 
and education and part of this is access 
to information and use of the web. Over 
the last two years we have talked to 
many older people about their issues 
when buying kit and the sort of customer 
service they need but don’t usually get. 
We’ve also bid for funding on aspects of 
this but so far no joy. 
 
The throwaway society is with us and IT 
and communications devices wear out or 
start malfunctioning after 4-6 years. This 
is very annoying for older people, who 
often try to buy things to last and who 
don’t understand why these gadgets have 
to be replaced so often. Our cookers, 
fridges, cars, don’t have to be replaced 
so often; why does our previously 
faithful computer go funny or refuse to 
go at all?  As well as being annoying, 
replacing the device, which allows us to 
email, Skype, order goods and book our 
trains, can be expensive. 
 

 
  
Older people are easily excluded from 
the digital world. Up to age 75 there 
have been positive increases in the 
percentages of people using the web.  
Digital education projects, and computer 
courses, accessible in theory nationally 
but in practice not easily available 
everywhere, have helped. But over age 
75 less than 50% use the internet, and 
worryingly, according to the Office of 
National Statistics 5% of the over 75s 
describe themselves as “lapsed users” of 
the internet i.e. they have given up on 
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what seems an unwinnable battle.  
Leaving aside those with physical 
disabilities such as very poor eyesight, 
Parkinson tremors, and severe short term 
memory issues, over 75s who don’t have 
local supportive families or friends face 
an unequal struggle to replace kit which 
has worn out. Indeed many of those 
younger than 75 also struggle. 
Since the smartphone revolution some 
older people, who just want an old 
fashioned basic type mobile phone, are 
being sold smartphones they can’t use. 
1.6 million pensioners are in poverty 
(Age UK figures) and a mobile phone is 
a big expense for them; for many a basic 
phone will be the only option, or no 
phone at all. 

 

 
 
1.6 million pensioners are in poverty 
(Age UK figures) and a mobile phone is 
a big expense for them. For many a basic 
phone will be the only option or no 
phone at all. There are specialist firms 
like Doro sell what they describe as easy 
to use phones, some of which are a bit 
on the pricey side and which can be 
amplified to loud volumes and are 
Hearing Aid.  They are currently being 
advertised on radio patronisingly on the 
assumption that all older people are deaf 
as a post!  
 
At Ransackers we have heard of many 
cases of a lack of attention to the needs 
of older people by High Street stores 
selling phones and computers. Older 

people’s knowledge of what is on the 
market may well vary from very little to 
quite a lot. But they do know what they 
need the machine for - using the internet, 
communicating with grandchildren via 
email, via Skype and maybe via social 
media. They will also know if they have 
bad eyesight, need a larger keyboard or 
easily drop things and therefore need a 
protective case. Often the young people 
working in these shops talk too fast and 
offer services without explaining clearly. 
As a result someone may well end up 
buying a totally unsuitable product.  So 
when an old and familiar piece of 
equipment becomes faulty and 
technology has moved on, without good 
support many people are totally at sea, 
when it comes to choosing a 
replacement. They are often worried 
about spending the money and in some 
cases can then end up with no internet 
access at all.  
 
Tariffs and monthly bills are another 
worry. They are overly complicated. Pay 
as you go is simple but you have to top it 
up and some older people don’t have 
plastic cards. Designers of icons, 
software and the actual gadgets 
themselves need to take account of the 
older market.  
 

 
 
Retail also has its part to play in 
remedying this. Customer care training 
in age awareness, in listening, and giving 
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information clearly and slowly is 
needed. Better seats are needed in High 
St phone and computer shops, seats with 
backs, not stools. Only last month a 
pensioner I know with mobility issues 
was left at the back of the queue in a 
phone shop with no seat, while trying to 
get their phone topped up.   
Cinemas do Silver Screen showings for 
pensioners, how about “Silver Phone” 
days in the high street?  
 

 
 
The potential market is sizeable. There 
are 11 million pensioners out there. Even 
if you remove 30% as being too frail or  
disabled – and designing kit for these 
people should also be addressed -  there 
are around 8 million potential customers 
who would potentially be buying new kit 
every 4 years or so.  That’s a sizeable 
market commerce is missing out on by 

failing to give the appropriate attention 
to their older customers.     
 
 
We want older people including the 75+ 
to be better equipped with their phones 
and computers so they can access the 
goods and services they need. We want 
this issue addressed before we ourselves 
become 80+ and with one or more bits 
of us not functioning too well! 
  
Ransackers Association has proposed 
this issue as a challenging problem for 
the The International Longevity Centre – 
UK ( ILCUK) with their “Innovation for 
Ageing “project, and we hope that their 
competition for innovators and techies 
will pick up this problem as one to work 
on. See: 
www.innovatingforageing.uk    
 
We would also welcome organisations 
who might want to work with us at 
Ransackers and develop a joint funding 
bid on some aspect of this problem.   
 
www.ransackersassociation.org.uk  
@RansackersUK  
 
_______________________________ 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

See next page for important dates for your diary.
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FOR YOUR DIARY 
 
19th September 2018 AEA   AGM, Workshop on ‘Memory in Later Life’ and 

Annual Glendenning lecture 
Venue:  Manchester Metropolitan University  
Full details to follow. 

 

 
   

 
11th – 13th October 2018    9TH conference of the ERSREA Research Network on  
    Education and Learning of Older Adults (ELOA)  

Older Adults Wellbeing:  the contributions of education 
and learning   
Venue:  Faculty of Human and Social Sciences, University 
of Algarve, Faro, Portugal.   
 

 
 
More details about the conference including details of how 
to participate can be found at:     
https://eloa2018.ualg.pt/index.html
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And talking of conferences Keith Percy 
counted himself lucky to be invited 
recently to spend a weekend in Malta, 
when Professor Marvin Formosa, AEA 
member and Head of the Department of 
Gerontology at the University of Malta, 
invited him to speak at a conference 
marking the 25th anniversary of the 
foundation of the University of the Third 
Age in Malta on the subject of the 
University of the Third Age in the 
United Kingdom. 
 
There were about one hundred people at 
the conference, most of them students 
from the Maltese U3A. All the other 
speakers were Maltese and some of the 
presentations were in the Maltese 
language (which is a mellifluous mixture 
of over one-half Italian/Sicilian, one 
third Arabic, 6 per cent English and a 
little French). I listened to the music of 
the language and reflected on what it 
must be like to be a citizen of the 
Maltese state with a population of fewer 
than a half million people, a wonderful 
climate, in a central position in the 
Mediterranean Sea, part of the European 
Union with equal formal status to 
Germany, France and Italy and with 
increasing wealth. 
 

 
 
I had been hesitant to agree to speak in 
Malta about the UK U3A on the grounds 
of relative ignorance.  I have had little 

contact with the UK U3A since the early 
years of 1981 –1986 when the trio of 
Michael Young, Eric Midwinter and 
Peter Laslett, supported by Dianne 
Norton (also a key AEA founder 
member), were remarkably effective in 
setting U3A up and inspiring and 
managing its growth. Eventually the 
chance of a weekend away in such an 
atmospheric location won the day, even 
though it meant I was going to have to 
do some serious research in order to give 
the talk. 
 
The result of that research though has 
been that I have become a strong 
admirer of the United Kingdom model of 
the U3A. For one thing, it has been 
amazingly successful. It has now grown 
to more than 400,000 members and is 
still growing.  I warned my audience in 
Malta that in a few years it might 
overtake the population of their country! 
It has an effective and professional 
central organisation subject to 
democratic decision-making. There is no 
minimum age for members although 
they are expected to be beyond full-time 
employment and child rearing. Above all 
fundamental power lies with the local 
groups (more than one thousand of 
them).  The local group recruits 
members, decides on subscription fees 
and determines what the programme of 
subjects, courses, learning and interest 
groups is going to be. There are no paid 
tutors and no teaching qualifications. It 
is what the founders called “self-
mobilised learning”. 
 
Local U3A groups do not depend upon 
other educational organisations, 
including universities, for support. Thus, 
the U3A in the United Kingdom differs 
from the dozens of other Universities of 
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the Third Age (including that in Malta) 
which exist around the globe. That 
difference does raise some questions 
central to nature of learning in later life. 
For example, does learning have to be 
from ‘experts’? And do the experts have 
to be ‘qualified’ to teach by some 
recognised entity? The U3A says not; 
“everybody a learner; everybody a 
teacher” was the mantra formulated by 
the founding trio.  The small amount of 
empirical research into U3A teaching 
and learning which I have been able to 
retrieve suggests that many different 
learning and teaching styles can be 
found in U3A learning groups. In some 
there is genuine peer learning; in others 
a retired professional, or enthusiastic 
amateur, teaches the group formally. 
  

 
A U3A group in Malta 

 
There are many other approaches to 
teaching and learning to be found. 
In fact, the value of that weekend in 
Malta for me has been much more than 
the pleasures of being part of some 
important anniversary celebrations and 
strolling in the streets of Valetta and 
Mdina. It has been the fascination of 
researching the UK U3A, as far as I have 

been able, and to have my entrenched 
assumptions about the teaching and 
learning of older people challenged. I do 
not mean that those assumptions are 
destroyed or even necessarily changed 
but I certainly think they are widened. I 
still believe in the richness that can lie 
for a learning group of adults of any age 
in hearing about a topic from an expert, 
particularly if that expert is able to 
communicate the outcomes of his/her 
own possibly current research. However, 
I should definitely think more about the 
potential of self-determined peer 
learning for older adults, given all the 
undoubted wellbeing benefits which the 
UK U3A brings to its 400,000+ 
members. I should re-consider whether 
“quality” of teaching and learning and 
student “progress” are always the key 
factors. 
 
Significantly, one of the most interesting 
and stimulating publications which I 
read in preparation for my Malta 
excursion was Eric Midwinter’s AEA 
Glendenning Memorial Lecture of 
March 2007 U3Aology: the thinking 
behind the U3A in the UK. It was 
published by NIACE. Get hold of a copy 
if you can – perhaps AEA should reprint 
it.  You can also read it on our website 
here:  
http://associationforeducationandageing.
org/ufiles/Frank_Glendenning_Memoria
l_Lecture-2007.pdf  

 

 



 22

 
 
 
The International Journal of Education and Ageing (IJEA) is published by the 
Association for Education and Ageing. It seeks to bring together research, scholarship 
and practice in the field of education, learning and ageing in a critical and accessible 
manner. Submissions are peer-reviewed; subject- matter is wide-ranging; and one of the 
key editorial aims is to publish a significant proportion of articles of high quality (in the 
English language) from non-UK contributors. 
 
 
Most recent issue 
 
Volume 4, issue 2 was published in 
April 2018. It contained six articles from 
authors in Austria, Portugal and the UK. 
All of the articles had their origin in 
papers given successfully at AEA’s most 
recent international conference Learning 
in Later Life - Theory, Policy and 
Practice in 2016.  
 
They were subsequently developed and 
amended to match the IJEA’s editorial 
requirements.  
 
The six articles, with authors, were:            
Franz Kolland    
Identity work and lifelong learning in 
ageing societies 
 
 
 

Jennifer Granville and Teresa Brayshaw   
Senior Moments: Reflections on the 
CINAGE project and collaborative 
advances           
 
Jane Watts     
 Lifelong learning for changing times: 
mid-life and retirement transitions                       
 
Clara Costa Oliveira and colleagues 
Non-formal education for older people 
using experimental science activities 
 
Iram Naz  
 This course was a lifeline. How 
informal adult learning impacts other 
areas of older students’ lives 
 
Joanna Walker    
Perspectives on spiritual learning and 
development in later life. 
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Next issue 
Volume 4, issue 3 will be published in 
August 2018. It too will contain articles 
based on papers originally given at an 
international conference - in this case, 
the 57th Congress of the Austrian 
Society of Geriatrics and Gerontology 
held in 2017. Four papers, originally 
delivered in German, will be included. 
All of them have been selected, refereed, 
developed and adapted for this special 
issue of IJEA. They are given below 
with authors, authors’ affiliations and 
very short abstracts. 
 
Vera Gallistl, Viktoria Parisot, Anna 
Wanka (University of Vienna & Goethe 
University, Frankfurt on the Main) 
Learning to be Old – “Doing” age in 
older adult education 
Authors discuss how concepts of age are 
addressed and developed in educational 
programmes for older adults and how 
different ways of “doing age” are 
constructed by learners, teachers and 
organisations. The article draws upon 
case studies of two Austrian educational 
programmes for older adults: a theatre 
class and a yodeling seminar. The two 
programmes developed what the authors 
called shared habiti and had contrasting 
systems of norms and beliefs. 
  
Sai-Lila Rees & Bernhard Schmidt-
Hertha (University of Tübingen) 
The impact of workplace conditions and 
educational activities on older workers’ 
health  
The article explores longitudinal studies 
and theoretical models concerned with 
the effect of educational activities upon  
 

the health of older workers. The authors 
conclude that, among older workers, 
participation in educational activities has 
a positive impact on mental health and 
on satisfaction with own health but not 
on physical health. 
 
Ines Himmelsbach (Catholic University, 
Freiburg) 
Ageing and transitions – education in 
old age in the light of narratives         
The author presents research which 
questions the use of normative 
descriptions of transitions in later life. 
She advocates turning from a life course 
perspective to one of biography and 
argues for the collection and analysis of 
the self-narratives from older adults 
themselves, which she illustrates through 
an extended case-study 
 
Julia Steinfort-Diedenhofen (Catholic 
University of Applied Sciences of North 
Rhine )  
Choice of place of residence as a key 
learning challenge in old age 
This discusses the challenges that arise 
for older people from moving home and 
the learning needs and opportunities that 
may arise. Older adults need 
preparedness, and perhaps new abilities, 
to deal with such challenges.  Lifelong 
learners with active inquiring minds are 
much better prepared to cope with a 
move to a new home and to maintain 
their independence.  
 
The issue will also include, as usual, an 
editorial essay and substantial 
international notes. 
 

An annual subscription to the IJEA for members of AEA currently costs as little as £39 
(unwaged) and £45 (waged or corporate). Subscriptions for non-members are higher. 
Further information on the IJEA and the opportunity to take out a subscription on-line can 
be found on the AEA website. http://associationforeducationandageing.org/international-
journal-of-education-and-ageing.html  
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AEA DIGEST CULTURE SECTION 
 
 
Dance has been Jackie Richards’ 
passion since she was a child going to 
ballet classes.  After O levels she 
pursued her studies in ballet, musical 
comedy, modern dance, jazz, tap and the 
new modern jazz dance just beginning to 
come from US to England.  Rather than 
pursuing a career as a professional 
dancer however, Jackie then trained as a 
teacher and taught secondary school 
students in Hackney, while continuing to 
go to various dance classes herself.  
After gaining her B.Ed (Hons) in 
education and sociology at Goldsmith’s 
College, she then went into education 
administration at City and Guilds.  Her 
passion for dancing though was 
unabated.  Away from the office she 
taught dance classes for adults, work she 
continued part time while bringing up 
her children, including pioneering work 
in “armchair” dance sessions for people 
in residential homes.  
  
When Jacqui returned to full time work 
as a manager in vocational training 
however dance had to take a back seat.  
As she puts it: “The only dance I was 
involved in was at parties and 
weddings.”  And then she turned sixty.  
Jackie takes up her story.  
  
I decided to leave full time work when I 
was sixty because I wanted to dance 

again and return to community activities. 
I was not sure what this meant but I had 
my health and energy and would see 
what life would bring! The last ten years 
has been beyond my dreams. I have 
attended dance classes and learned from 
talented choreographers and teachers, 
created and managed a grassroots active 
older people’s dance organisation and 
been a member of several older people’s 
dance companies, appearing in many 
venues including the South Bank and the 
Edinburgh Fringe.  
  

 
Trying out new ideas during an open dance 
session in Tottenham- photo Jo Alexander 
 
I feel most alive when I am dancing and 
I can interpret most kinds of music. I 
love rhythm and lyrical styles and being 
creative. In November 2016 I was 
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fortunate to perform in Jerome Bel’s 
“GALA”. This was an intergenerational 
performance and we received standing 
ovations when performing at Tate 
Modern, main stage Sadlers Wells and 
the Bernie Grant Arts Centre.  
 
By now though I was involved in 
another adventure in dance, this time on 
the academic side, when I started the 
research project which was to become 
the thesis for my doctorate.  Active Older 
People Participating in Creative Dance 
– Challenging Perceptions was the 
culmination of a work-based programme 
began in October 2010. My research 
activities took place during March 2013–
2016.  
 
The opportunity to participate came 
unexpectedly. I attended a seminar, 
intending to become a volunteer mentor, 
and left with information about a work-
based doctorate programme. After 
careful consideration, I applied, was 
interviewed and I was offered a place. I 
had been a senior manager at City and 
Guilds, the awarding organisation. I had 
worked with people from different 
sectors including health and care 
services. Here was the opportunity to 
bring together my previous career skills 
and reflect upon my activities, carry out 
research and create and contribute new 
knowledge.  
 
Gradually I included new work 
experiences both voluntary and paid. 
There were challenges and it was a 
massive piece of work which took effort 
and time. I learned about various 
research methodologies, carried out 
wide-ranging desktop research and 
reflected on my work activities in real-
time. This resulted in a coherent and 
informative research report. Over time, 

my research adapted, becoming an 
exploratory case-study. It involved 
qualitative interviews with older adults, 
who were choosing to dance and 
conversations with decision/policy-
makers and dance providers. The 
learning covered a wide range of related 
and transdisciplinary topics - health and 
wellbeing, community development, 
ageing, social gerontology and dance 
studies. I had different positions as an 
older adult, older dancer, advisor, 
networker and manager. I became a 
reflective practitioner learning, 
influencing, informing others whilst 
collaborating and learning from them.  
 

 
The Tottenham group celebrating after a 

performance at the Jackson Lane Arts Centre 
– photo Jo Alexander 

 
Some of my ideas/work activities were 
achieved or are now becoming realities. 
Some themes are generalisable, so can 
contribute to a range of national and/or 
local activities involved in older 
people’s creative arts.  
 
One challenge was the lack of relevant 
terminology for those aged 50-105+ 
years. We are not one cohort but 
individuals and groups with different life 
experiences, opportunities and needs. 
Neither is there recognition or 
terminology for “active older people’s 
creative dance”, even though this is 
gradually becoming a growing social 
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phenomenon. My research is timely.  
Decision/policy makers need to consider 
dance activities seriously because dance 
enables participants to become adaptable 
and creative and has many physical, 
social, emotional, and spiritual benefits. 
It encourages involvement with others 
and promotes better health and 
wellbeing. It is not just gentle exercise 
done for fun or to keep fit. It can be an 
expressive and creative art form. Older 
dancers challenge perceptions about 
ageing, contributing towards 
understanding, bringing hope to younger 
people by allowing them to see older 
people who are confident and it brings 
people together so that friendships 
develop. 
 

 
Jackie, now Dr Jacqueline Richards on her 
graduation day, Central Hall Westminster – 

photo by Peter Richards 
 
In December 2017, I graduated from 
Middlesex University as a Doctor in 
Professional Studies (DProf). But as I 
finalised my DProf report, I was 
diagnosed with breast cancer. 2017 

became a challenging year. I had two 
day-surgery operations. As I began 
chemotherapy, I was informed there was 
more refining needed to complete my 
DProf. I concentrated on synthesising 
ideas, while visiting the hospital and 
coping with the negative side effects of 
chemotherapy and radiotherapy. Not all 
were negative. There were some positive 
side effects. I was determined and 
positive about finalising my report and 
appreciated the love and kindness 
friends, family and colleagues gave me. 
The NHS was marvellous and the local 
hospital teams treated me as an 
individual. I appreciated their kindness, 
skills and expertise, enjoying my various 
looks as I lost my hair and as it then 
grew back. In December 2017, the week 
I completed the last radiotherapy 
session, I finally graduated. It was a 
grand event. I was relieved and proud I 
had made it! 
 
My life since 2008 has had highs and 
lows, new opportunities and frustrations. 
I definitely could not have foreseen what 
has happened, achieved and participated 
in.  As I enter the next stage of life, I 
have more time and still have energy. I 
still do not feel “retired” and have 
already joined some new projects. I am 
gradually returning to dance activities 
and am writing articles to promote and 
share my research findings and 
recommendations. The next year is 
critical for my cancer journey but I feel 
positive.  
 
I am delighted that in the course of my 
life I have enabled others to dance. Some 
have transformed their lives having 
gained new confidence and self-esteem. 
I was fortunate to work on my DProf. It 
enabled me to find my “older dancer” 
identity and to study in real time what 
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was happening in a growing social 
phenomenon. I am now hoping to 
promote and advise positive ideas about 
ageing and dancing especially for older 
people who want to dance. We are living 
in changing, uncertain times and as we 
journey through our lives we will face 
unexpected opportunities and challenges.      
 
Older people should not be marginalised 
because they reach a certain 
chronological age. Older people’s skills 
and knowledge benefit communities; 
they pass on expertise and experience to 
following generations.  Many of us are 
active, experienced adults wanting to 
contribute and remain part of our 
communities. Everyone is different and 
sufficient resources are needed, so 
people can make meaningful choices and 
be cared-for when needed but we are not 
all vulnerable or frail.    
 
Dance is universal, encourages self-
awareness, connectedness with others 
and joy, keeping everyone more active. 
And I intend to continue dancing for as 
long as I can.   
 
You are welcome to read/scan and/or 
download at my research report.  
Abstract here  
http://eprints.mdx.ac.uk/id/eprint/23514   
Full report here 
http://eprints.mdx.ac.uk/23514/1/JRichar
ds%20thesis.pdf  . 
 
Carol Allen is not a dance teacher or 
even much of a dancer herself but for the 
show she did last summer with her New 
Horizons drama group and the film they 
then made of it she did manage to teach 
the students a simple dance routine for 
their comedy drama inspired by the 
musical Kiss Me Kate.  Company seen 
here doing their (semi) high kicks. 
 

 
 
While waiting for the film’s post 
production to be finished, Carol has 
been thinking about the work she has 
done with the class, what they have all 
learned from it and asking Where Do 
We Go From Here? 
 
When the class resumes in September I 
realise I will have been teaching the 
group for nine years. Not all the same 
students of course. Of those who were 
there when we started to work together, 
some have moved away, some found 
other interests they wish to pursue, some 
have gone on to work with bigger 
companies and some of course have 
passed on - though usually at a good age.  
Our last sad loss was 94 year old Ray, 
who carried on coming to class until a 
few months before she moved on to the 
theatre in the sky.  But I do still have 
students who have been with me since 
2011 – we have grown older together – 
while some have only been part of the 
group for a couple of terms.   
 
In those nine years we have put on 
numerous shows at the centre, in a pub 
theatre, in a royal palace and a 
residential nursing home plus mounting 
drama presentations at various 
conferences to do with older learning 
and we’ve made a couple of films.  We 
have also taken part in outside 
community projects, such as working 
with the Hip Hop Shakespeare company, 
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Theatre de Complicite and studying the 
masque culture of 18th Century Venice 
along with the mysteries of using 
computer technology and the green 
screen for a video project at the Victoria 
and Albert Museum. 
 
I have also observed first hand the truth 
about the power of older learning.   
There is of course the improvement in 
students’ skills and confidence. Students 
who have never acted before are now 
confidently strutting their stuff in front 
of an audience or the camera. Initially 
tiny, shy voices can now be heard at the 
back of the auditorium. The level of 
achievement by the students is 
astonishing.   They have also developed 
a critical interest in theatre, film and tv. 
 
In addition students have discovered that 
drama can be a springboard for acquiring 
other knowledge. When rehearsing our 
Hanoverian pageant for performance at 
Kensington Palace, we all became well 
versed in the history of the time and 
even the dances of the period, which we 
were introduced to when working at the 
V and A. 
   

 
 
Last term one of my students, who 
shows a talent for writing and has 
written a few pieces specifically for 
members of the class, decided she 
wanted to write a play about a meeting 

between Wallis Simpson, later Duchess 
of Windsor and Diana Mosely, wife of 
the British fascist leader Oswald Mosely.   
We developed the idea in class through 
improvisation with students researching 
the various characters they were playing 
– Edward VIII, George VI, Queen 
Elizabeth, Winston Churchill et al and 
my class are now semi expert on the 
abdication crisis and the rise of fascism 
in Europe during the thirties!   
 
Arising out of the material we study are 
also the discussions we have about 
contemporary issues, such as the 
changing role of the royal family, the 
nature of democracy and diversity in 
society. Part of my teaching brief is to 
embed “British values” into the work – 
to discourage class members from 
joining ISIS I guess! While with a little 
help from their friends in class some 
technophobic students are now 
becoming more confident with using the 
internet.   
 
Which brings me to what is perhaps the 
most important area I have observed.  
The social and health benefits. New 
friendships have been formed in class 
and taken into the outside world. I count 
my students now among my own 
personal friends. The discipline of 
having to attend rehearsal means that 
students, who might otherwise not feel 
like going out today, will make the effort 
so as not to let their colleagues down and 
admit they feel the better for it. As far as 
health benefits are concerned, students 
have experienced noticeable 
improvements in posture, breathing and 
mobility.  More dramatically one of 
them, who was diagnosed some years 
ago with an incurable form of cancer, 
has actually been told by his doctors to 
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keep going to his classes because they 
are keeping his condition under control. 
 
As for the upcoming term, we have a 
request to perform for an older people’s 
social group; I have plans for further 
visits and possible projects as part of our  
relationship with Historic Royal Palaces; 
we will be going as a group to support 
our friend and fellow student Jo in the 
play she will be in in December with the 
RADA Elders company (see last 
winter’s edition of the digest) and I am 
hoping many of the students will take 
part in an opportunity we have been 
presented with to take part in an 
intergenerational Neighbourhood 
Community performance project with 
the Bush Theatre in West London.  I will 
also continue working with my 
playwright student to develop her project 
further with the objective of perhaps a 
public play reading or even a full 
performance.   
 
In his Notes from the Chair column in 
this digest, Keith Percy mentioned that 
AEA has recently added the Age-
Friendly Museums to its list of partners. 
Carol Allen takes a brief look at the 
network 
  

 
 
Founded by the British Museum and 
supported by the Esme Fairburn 
Foundation and currently the Baring 
Foundation, The Age Friendly Museums 
Network believes museums and older 
people enrich each other and that ageing 
is something everyone in the world 
shares from birth. 
 

The network’s aim is to develop 
innovative and collaborative 
opportunities by bringing people 
together. As well as museum, gallery 
and arts professionals, the Network 
includes those from health and social 
care, voluntary sector, research 
professionals and older people 
themselves.   
 
The Age Friendly Museums Network 
offers free workshops and training, 
explores and shares good practice and 
encourages creativity and new 
initiatives. Committed to working in 
partnership, the Network seeks to 
support organisations and individuals to 
become leaders in their respective fields 
and to represent older voices and a 
positive experience of ageing. 
 
As a tutor of older learners I have 
become very interested in the 
contribution museums make to older 
learning and last year I attended a 
conference mounted by the network at 
the British Museum, which expanded my 
knowledge.   The piece can be found 
page 23 of the Spring 2017 Digest 
http://associationforeducationandageing.
org/ufiles/Digest%20Spring%202017%2
0-%20No%2049.pdf  
 
Further information about the Age 
Friendly Museums Network and related 
activities can be found on their website  
https://agefriendlymuseums.wordpress.c
om/about/  
 
I will also be circulating their 
newsletters to members as and when I 
receive them.   
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Turning now to West End theatre, here 
are some recommendations from Carlie 
Newman. 
 
Seven and a half hours of theatre sounds 
a lot…well, it is a large amount, I assure 
you.  But, as one who sat through the 
two parts of Imperium on the same day, 
it didn’t seem at all too much. It is now 
in the West End after a very successful 
run at the RSC, Stratford on Avon. This 
fascinating story of Marcus Tullius 
Cicero is full of intrigue, conspiracy and 
violence, with some sex thrown in! Each 
part is made up of three little plays with 
a short interval between each. Based on 
the trilogy of novels about Cicero by 
Robert Harris and adapted for the stage 
by Mike Poulton, who presented the 
magnificent Wolf Hall and Bringing Up 
the Bodies, it gives a potted history of 
the life and times of Cicero. 
Part 1 is called Conspirator. It details 
how in 63 BC Cicero was known as a 
great orator who became a Consul. He 
was just an ordinary man, relying on his 
wife, Terentia (Siobhan Redmond)’s 
personal fortune to finance his political 
activities. Cicero (Richard McCabe) 
makes an enemy of Cataline (Joe Dixon) 
who continues to conspire against 
Cicero.  The story is told by Tiro (Joseph 
Kloska), Cicero’s former slave and now 
his friend and secretary. 
 

 
Photo: Manuel Harlan 

 

Part 2, called Dictator, is easier to 
follow, dealing, as it does, with many of 
the events covered in Shakespeare’s 
Julius Caesar. So, we see the 
assassination of Caesar (Peter De Jersey) 
and the rise of Mark Antony (Joe Dixon 
again). Octavian, Julius Caesar’s 
adopted son, schemes to become the 
ultimate leader. 
Director Gregory Doran understands the 
history of the Cicero Plays, and also 
their relevance to today. He has chosen a 
Pompey, played by Christopher Saul 
with a blond piece of combover hair 
(apparently the real Pompey did have a 
quiff), and given him some of the same 
gestures as the American President! We 
also have some sex scenes with Clodius 
(Nicholas Armfield), who brings trouble 
on Cicero, who refuses to defend 
Clodius’ lascivious behaviour. The 
acting is all-round excellent with the cast 
pulling together as a true ensemble.  
Chief amongst them is Richard 
McCabe’s Cicero.  He gives a 
performance which is not only subtle 
and emotional but also very physical – 
amazing how he can keep up his energy 
over the seven hours.  His side-kick, 
Joseph Kloska’s Tiro, is almost equally 
good as he draws the audience into his 
confidence as he tells Cicero’s story. 
The plays are stand-alone, so you can 
see Part 1 on one night and Part 2 on 
another or you can do the marathon and 
see the two parts on the same day!  
Whichever you choose will be a great 
theatrical experience. 
 
Watching The Jungle, you soon forget 
the uncomfortable seating once the play 
starts.  It is a show that involves the 
audience completely as it deals with the 
destroying of the refugee camp known as 
The Jungle in Calais. 
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The Playhouse Theatre has been totally 
transformed. You walk into the area 
behind the bar at the entrance and are 
immediately in the ‘Afghan Café.’  
Sitting around long tables almost within 
the action taking place above and around 
us, the audience is closely involved, as 
the characters discuss what to do about 
the imminent threat of the immigrant 
camp being torn down.  
 

 
 
Miriam Buether’s design extends to the 
entrance, where we come in past some 
camp beds and tins of food piled on 
shelves. When we are seated, flyers are 
handed out inviting us to a meeting.  
Cups of hot sweet tea are given to those 
of us at the long tables.  Above this area 
is the circle, now re-named ‘The White 
Cliffs of Dover’, where audience 
members look down on the action. The 
camp has been set up right at the side of 
the motorway to make it handy for those 
who are agile to jump on to stationery 
lorries. They know of the dangers - in 
fact right at the beginning the body of a 
young teenage stowaway is brought into 
the café area. 
By chance the coach taking my group of 
seniors to the European Parliament in 
Brussels a couple of weeks ago drove 
past the camp on our journey. Now 
desolate and completely laid to waste, 
we could see the large area originally 
used and it was noticeable how very 
close to the motorway it was. Over 8,00 
refugees were housed here, and they 
managed to live alongside each other 

with difficulty but without major upsets. 
Safi (Ammar Haj Ahmad) acts as our 
guide through what is happening. 
Risking their lives to get to the UK, the 
refugees turn to the British volunteers 
for help. The play is written so well by 
Joe Murphy and Joe Robertson, who 
have admirably researched the situation 
in France in such detail that we get to 
learn about the individuals as people not 
just ‘volunteers’. Particularly telling is 
Alex Lowther as the very young Sam, 
who has left Eton to come and help at 
the refugee camp. We meet Beth, a 
teacher (Rachel Redford), Paula (Jo 
McInnes) and Derek (Dominic Rowan). 
The refugees, too, are sharply 
differentiated.  Besides the Syrian Safi, 
the main ones include the traumatised 
17-year-old Okot (John Pfumojena) from 
the Sudan, lively 15-year-old Afghan 
Norullah (Mohammad) and the owner of 
the restaurant, Salar (Ben Turner).  
Originally at the Young Vic, the play has 
successfully transferred to a West End 
venue where it looks set to draw in 
crowds who don’t just want to be 
entertained but have their minds 
informed. The production is excellent on 
all counts. Directors Stephen Daldry and 
Justin Martin have assembled a cast of 
brilliant actors, picked music to blend in 
with the action and songs that are 
moving, even when sung in another 
language. The musical direction and 
composition is by the actor John 
Pfumojena.  
The directors have chosen a designer, 
who appears to know just what the camp 
should look like and they have even 
directed the audience to behave as 
participants in this tragedy of human 
lives, which seem to mean so little to 
those with the final authority. The 
excellently designed set and actors who 
put their very souls into their parts, 
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present us with a play which is very 
moving. It was noticeable that many in 
the audience were shedding tears at the 
end.   
 
Imperium is at the Gielgud Theatre until 
8 September. Box office: 0844 482 5151) 
The Jungle is at the Playhouse Theatre, 
London until 3 November Box Office: 
0844 871 7631) 
 
Carol Allen with news of what’s on the 
Cinema Screen 
 
Opening in September is Lucky, which 
is a real veterans’ film in terms of both 
its cast and its subject. Actor John 
Carroll Lynch, a comparative youngster 
at 54, makes his feature film directing 
debut in this tale of 90 year old Lucky, 
played by the late Harry Dean Stanton in 
his last screen role before his death last 
year. 
 

 
Harry Dean Stanton  

Photo: Magnolia Pictures 
 

Lucky has lived most of his life in back 
of beyond Arizona.  He lives alone in a 
shack some way out of the nearest small 
town, into which he walks every day 
through the desert after doing his yoga 
exercises in his underwear and making 
his first cup of coffee (all there is in his 

fridge is milk).  His routine is unvaried.  
The local diner for more coffee, where 
he talks to the head cook (Barry Shabaka 
Henley) and the waitress, Loretta 
(Yvonne Huff), then on to the bar where 
he’ll have a bloody Mary and argue with 
the owner Elaine (Beth Grant) and the 
regular patrons about philosophy, 
morality, religion and the tv game shows 
he watches when he returns home.  Then 
one day Lucky faints for no apparent 
reason.  His doctor (Ed Begley Jr.) 
reassures him there is nothing wrong 
with him.  His blood pressure and heart 
are fine, despite, frustratingly for the 
doctor, his heavy smoking habit.  He is 
just old and inevitably one day he is 
going to die.  No-one, as the saying 
goes, gets out of here alive.   
Nothing much changes in Lucky’s life 
after this except he begins to think about 
death.   Will death even notice his 
departure?   His thoughts though are not 
so much spoken as read by us in 
Stanton’s expressively lined face which 
speaks of a lifetime.  He does little 
except just be but the face says 
everything.   
There are also some fine supporting 
performances, including film director 
David Lynch, who has directed Stanton 
many times in the past (Paris Texas and 
Twin Peaks).  He plays Lucky’s 
eccentric friend Howard, who has hired 
a smart young lawyer to make his will, 
leaving everything to his pet tortoise 
President Roosevelt, who has gone 
walkabout in the desert and may never 
come home.  There’s also a contribution 
from Tom Skerrett as a fellow Marine 
veteran, who moseys into town and 
shares wartime reminisces with Lucky 
over coffee in the diner.  
Nothing much in the way of dramatic 
incident happens in the story but its 
individual, sometimes wryly amusing 
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incidents add up to an engrossing whole, 
largely through its characters, who 
together create a multi textured 
community and hold your attention.  
Particularly Stanton in a final lead role 
which is a fitting tribute to life well 
lived.    
 
The Escape is in cinemas now. In some 
ways this film echoes the themes of 
Shirley Valentine in that it deals with a 
woman feeling trapped by domesticity, 
who breaks out and finds herself.  The 
treatment though is very different. 
 

 
Gemma Arterton and Dominic Cooper – 

Photo TIFF 
 

Tara (Gemma Arterton) is a young wife 
and mother, who would appear to some 
to have a perfect life.  Two children, a 
nice house in the suburbs, a reasonably 
affluent life style and a loving husband 
Mark (Dominic Cooper), who still 
fancies her like mad.  She feels she 
ought to be happy – her mum (Frances 
Barber) tells her so – but the endless 
routine of school runs, shopping, chores 
and even sex, which has become just 
another chore, is suffocating her.   
Eventually she snaps, walks out and gets 
on train to Paris, where she is 
mesmerised by the Flemish medieval 
tapestry of “The Lady and the Unicorn” 
in a museum and meets a charismatic 
Frenchman Philippe (Jalil Lespert).  Is 
he the answer to her frustration or just a 
holiday romance?    

Although credited as the writer too, 
director Dominic Savage uses a lot of 
improvisation in his work with actors 
actually on the shoot, which brings a 
sharp sense of reality to the story. On 
paper you might think Tara, a woman 
who leaves her children to pursue her 
own life is selfish. But the sincerity of 
Arterton’s performance forces you to 
empathise with her. She is very good 
indeed. Cooper too is excellent as Mark, 
not a man of great sensitivity.  His lack 
of comprehension and bewilderment and 
about what is happening to his wife is 
very moving.    
The camera work (cinematographer 
Laurie Rose) is also very interesting and 
effective.  Told very much from Tara’s 
point of view, the intimate scenes are 
largely in close up, forcing us to identify 
with the characters. When we escape 
from the confines of the house however, 
as in a scene where Tara first discovers 
the Lady and the Unicorn tapestry when 
visiting a South Bank book stall in 
London, or when she gets off the train at 
the Gare du Nord in Paris and 
experiences the romance of the Parisian 
streets, the picture opens up to a give us 
a great sense of location and the life in 
the outside world as she is experiencing 
it.     
The story may at first sound like a 
somewhat oft told one.   The telling of it 
though is original, moving and totally 
gripping.  
 
The Bookshop opened at the end of June 
but there are still some screenings 
around in early August, so you may still 
catch it.  Set in 1959, a similar time to 
the recent On Chesil Beach, the film 
explores a different aspect of English 
manners and repressions of the time.   
Based on a novel by Penelope 
Fitzgerald, it tells the story of Florence 
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(Emily Mortimer), ten years a widow, 
who opens a bookshop in a small East 
Anglian town. The shop is in a derelict 
property known as The Old House and 
Florence falls foul of the doyenne of the 
town Violet Gamart (Patricia Clarkson), 
who wants to turn the premises into an 
arts centre. As the locals show little 
interest in either literature or the other 
arts, neither idea sounds like an easy 
winner.  Florence does though have the 
support of local recluse Mr Brundish 
(Bill Nighy), whom she introduces to the 
novels of Ray Bradbury, which he 
devours with relish. 
It’s a story which could have been told 
in a number of ways. Perhaps as a gentle 
comedy of English manners, eccentricity 
and dogged determination or a poignant 
drama in miniature of power stifling and 
frustrating creativity and initiative. The 
film’s Spanish director Isabel Coixet 
chooses a style which is melancholy, 
more literary than cinematic, very 
leisurely and despite impeccable and 
appealing performances from Mortimer 
and Nighy, rather un-English.   
Having said that there is a lot to enjoy in 
the film, particularly for book lovers. For 
a start there are the books Florence 
decides to stock, including the aforesaid 
works of Bradbury and the literary 
scandal sensation of the period, 
Nabokov’s “Lolita”, which brings the 
whole town’s attention to the bookshop, 
though frustratingly we never find out 
how many copies Florence sells.  
The literary nature of the story is 
emphasised through a narrated voice 
over, beautifully delivered by an 
uncredited Julie Christie.  The identity of 
the narrator is intriguingly not revealed 
until the very end. The early 
communications to Florence from the 
hermit like Mr Brundish are by letter, 
spoken by Nighy deadpan into the 

camera – a dramatic device which is 
however ultimately abandoned in favour 
of a couple of beautifully played scenes 
between them with a very fifties 
undertone of unexpressed romance.  
Mortimer as the quietly determined 
Florence, still wistfully mourning her 
late husband, is a strongly empathetic 
character and both she and Nighy play 
perfectly to the period.  The usually 
superb Clarkson however as the 
manipulative Mrs Gamart looks 
uncomfortable in her gorgeous fifties 
frocks and plays the role somewhat like 
the Wicked Witch with an overlay of 
false charm.  
 

 
Emily Mortimer 

 
This is an unusual, flawed and somewhat 
inconsistent piece of storytelling but 
worth seeing for its charm, literary 
content and particularly for Ms 
Mortimer’s central performance.   
 
Nothing Like a Dame features Dames 
Judi Dench, Eileen Atkins, Joan 
Plowright and Maggie Smith.  All are 
icons of the acting profession, good 
friends who have at various times 
worked with each other and now all over 
80, with rich lives and careers to look 
back on and a store of good tales to tell. 
Which is what they do here.   
Director Roger Michell gathers them 
together in Plowright’s country home for 
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a weekend session of laughter, 
reminiscence and gossip.  The result is a 
delightfully funny and sometimes 
poignant look back over some sixty 
years of thesping and living.   
 

 
Dames having fun!  Photo:  BBC/PA 

 

After a very limited cinema showing the 
film was shown on television earlier this 
summer but if you missed it or would 
like to see it again, it is now on DVD. 
The lively conversation is laced with 
clips and photographs of their younger 
selves at work, giving us a poignant 
reminder of the physical changes 
wrought by the years.  But though they 
may have lines on their faces, those 
faces are still full of life and laughter.  
To quote from a spirited discussion they 
have about playing Cleopatra – Dench 
and Smith did, Atkins and Plowright 
admit they turned the role down as being 
too daunting – “age cannot wither”.  
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