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I
n the next two decades  million 
baby boomers�  percent of the u.s. 
population�will be entering their 
retirement years. While retirement 

was previously thought of as a time for 
slowing down, the expectation is that baby 
boomers will rede�ne this next step in 
their lives by viewing it not as the end of a 
journey but as the beginning of a new one.
	 Since ,  years have been added 
to life expectancy charts due to healthier 
lifestyles and advances in medicine. The 
retirement years now represent one fourth 
of a potential lifetime.
	 Characteristics of the baby boomer 
generation suggest that these retirees will 
more formally plan their retirement years 
in the same manner as they planned their 
careers. Baby boomers have also illustrated 
a different attitude about how their time is 
spent: While the previous generation was 
more focused on work, the baby boomers 
have traditionally placed more importance 
on their lives outside of work. The baby 
boomer generation is also the most edu-
cated group in history.
	 The concept that older adults need and 
want social interaction and intellectual en-
richment is commonly understood. Studies

 

have shown that to stay healthy, brains 
must be exercised by experiencing both 
challenges and newness. Only  years ago, 
scientists believed aging and its harmful 

effects on the brain were inevitable. It is 
now known that a human brain does not 
simply develop in the �rst part of life and 
age in the last part of life�rather, it is a 
continuum of development. A  article 
in The New York Times reported that 
having money or good health insurance 
�paled in comparison� to education as a 
crucial factor in graceful aging.
	 A Wall Street Journal article (Feb. , 

, �The Upside of Aging�) reported 
research indicating that an amazing array 
of mental functions actually improve over 
time�such as vocabulary, expert knowl-
edge and the ability to solve problems by 
storing mental outlines and using those 
outlines to solve new problems. 
	 Creating learning activities, then, 
becomes a key component of retirement 
planning. Higher education institutions 
can play a signi�cant role for this age 
group by providing new opportunities for 
intellectual and cultural exploration and 

by designing new learning formats.
	 A two-year research project from the 
American Council on Education (ace), 
�Reinvesting in the Third Age, Older 
Adults and Higher Education,� provides 
some insights into the primary learn-
ing incentives for older adults. ace is the 
major coordinating body for the nation�s 
higher education institutions and provides 
leadership on higher education issues and 
in�uences public policy through research 
and advocacy. 
	 The ace report identi�es the three moti-
vations for older adults entering or re-en-
tering higher education: learning to learn, 
learning to connect and learning to work. 
The study further concluded that many 
adults are driven to study a subject area 
they never had the opportunity to study, 
particularly �ne arts and the humanities. 
	 In this spirit, Webster University is 
exploring the idea of offering a different 
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Webster University is exploring classroom experiences speci�cally designed for adults. 

Continuing Education: The Fountain of Youth?

�We want older adults 
to be able to share their 

life experiences, ful�ll their 
desire to keep up with what�s 
going on in the world and par-
ticipate in lively discussions 

in a classroom setting.�




