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The Study of Essential Basic Learning Competencies, Quality
of Life and Their Relationships for Elderly Learners
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Taiwan will soon become a society of aging. According to Council for Economic
Planning and Development, the percentage of seniors ages 65 and above is estimated
to exceed 14 percent of the total population by 2018. Moreover, the percentage of this
population is expected to reach 20 percent by 2025. In other words, there is a need in
addressing the challenges and issues associated with an aging society, one of which is
education for elderly persons.

Two important components of learning among elderly persons are to promote
personal health and quality of life (QOL), such that the person can better adapt to the
process of aging. While any learning is beneficiary to elderly persons, essential
knowledge — information that is fundamental and basic for daily living, directly and
indirectly affects seniors’ capacity to live independently and their QOL. The purpose
of this study is to examine the relationship between essential basic learning
competences and QOL among individuals participating in learning programs for
elderly persons.

The study used the mixed methodology including questionnaire survey method
and experts’ interview method. First, questionnaire survey is conducted to collect
guantitative data, and then semi-structured interview is conducted to collect
qualitative data. The subjects are elderly person participating in university-based
learning programs, and village-based learning center programs. The surveys include
the Essential Knowledge Needs Assessment for Senior Citizens, and the World Health
Organization Quality of Life (WHOQOL)-BREF Taiwan Version. The semi-structured
interview focuses on two themes, using Maslow's hierarchy of needs to identify
aspects and facets: 1) on the basis of essential knowledge needs for senior citizens,
identify three aspects. 2) From the WHOQOL-BREF, identify six facets and three
aspects of needs-satisfaction.

The results contribute to the existing studies on aging, and supply researchers
with data to design curriculums and programs. Such programs provide elderly persons
with the opportunity to acquire knowledge and skills essential for better QOL and
active living.

Keyword: The Elderly Learning, Silver Learners’ Essential Basic Learning
Competencies, Older People Welfare Right, The Elderly Growth
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What are the Basic Competencies for Elder Learners in Taiwan
in the 21th Century?

Jia-Mi Chen
Abstract

The world population is rapidly aging. The proportion of Taiwan’s population over 65
years in 1993 exceeded 7%. It is estimated that the proportion will exceed 14% in 2018
and 20% in 2025. Will elder persons be the burden or an active force of stability and
prosperity in our society? The answer lays in the effectiveness of elder persons’ lifelong
learning mechanism. When the lifelong learning mechanism creates a shift in social and
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labor market structure, elder persons are an asset in the newly developed labor market
and economy.

This paper explored competencies — knowledge, skills, and abilities, acquired through
lifelong learning activities for elder persons to achieve self-caring or care-giving. As
such, when elder persons fully depend on others and enter the care-accepted stage, the
burden for the society is minimal. These competencies not only meet the basic daily
living needs of elder persons, but also promote physical and mental health, achieving
the ultimate goal of self-fulfillment. The study provides recommendations to educators
and trainers in designing learning courses and activities for elder learners.

I. Taiwan gradually has to face the problem of an ageing society

The world’s population increased steadily for 15 years post World War 11. By 2011,
baby boomers from the post-war era turned 65 years of age. Population ageing has been
observed around the world, including Taiwan. In 1993, 7% of the population in Taiwan
aged 65 years and older. This percentage will exceed 14% by 2018 and 20% by 2025
(Council for Economic Planning and Development, 2012). With decline in birth rates
and increase in life expectancy, the number of elders is expected to exceed that of
youths by 2016; population ageing in Taiwan is inevitable.

Population ageing in Taiwan is characterized by “three highs”: high education level,
high life expectancy, and high economic burden. This reflects a society that is
peaceful, prospering, and developing. However, there are concerns, including burdens
of government expenditures and economic growths, formations of policy and
infrastructure for elders, changes in consumption behaviors and business models, shifts
in real estate and family structures, and intergenerational growth (Ministry of
Education, 2006), as well as safety issues and crimes targeted at elders. The social
impacts of population ageing are not avoidable, and we need to address these concerns.
Will elder persons be a burden or an active force of stability and prosperity in society in
the 21th century? The answer is in the effectiveness of elder persons’ lifelong learning
mechanism. When we steer the “three highs” to our favor and encourage elders to
engage in lifelong learning and thus creating a shift in social and labor market
structures, elder persons are an asset in the newly developed economy.

I1. Lifelong Learning as a key to an ageing society

In the coming 15 years, we must face the issues associated with an ageing population.
There are many ways to address the issues, one of which is to encourage elders to
continue learning. Why is lifelong learning an effective method? There are many
reasons, but the most important one is that learning has the potential to improve an
elder’s personal health and to promote quality of life, such that he or she can adapt and
excel the ageing process. A more proactive goal is for the person to share the wisdom
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from decades of lives lived. In essence, learning is a channel for an elder person to
achieve these ageing goals. On the other hand, when elders’ health and quality of life do
not meet their expectations, the economic and social costs are unimaginable. Lifelong
learning not only promotes physical, mental, and spiritual health, but also improves
their expectations on quality of life (Boulton-Lewis, Buys, & Lovie-Kitchin, 2006;
Lennox, 2003), consequently declining reliance on government assistances. With
lifelong learning, elders are better at adapting to changes in a society of ageing
population — physically, emotionally, and living.

I11. A learning needs framework derived from Maslow’s Hierarchy of Human
Needs

The topics that elders want to learn are diverse; however, not all topics meet elder
learners’ needs (Wei, 2007). Many researchers found that there exists a gap, including
contents and knowledge levels, between the “want” and “need” to learn among elders
(Chiu, 1991, Peterson, 1983; Wei, Hu & Chen, 2010). Hence, educators want to
consider both elders’ preferences (want) and the practicality of topics (need) in order to
achieve an optimal outcome.

The fundamental difference between “want” and “need” is that the former is a
bottom-up approach, where a student takes the initiative in deciding what to learn and
the latter is a top-down approach, where an instructor takes the lead. Scholars have
different suggestions on the contents and scope of “want” and “need” to learn by elders;
however, most scholars developed their frameworks based on Abraham H. Maslow’s
Hierarchy of Human Needs.

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs presents that humans first satisfy their fundamental level
of physiological needs before other higher level needs. Maslow revised his framework
in 1969 that included eight levels of needs, from the bottom, are: physiological, safety,
love/belonging, esteem, cognitive, aesthetic, self-actualization, and transcendence. In
particular, transcendence involves the person helping others to self-actualize. The
learning needs of elders can be studied by grouping the eight levels into three themes:
survival (i.e., physiological and safety), social (i.e., loving/belonging, esteem,
cognitive), and self-transcendence (i.e., aesthetic, self-actualization, transcendence).
We accept Maslow’s theory of hierarchy of human needs, and elders’ basic learning
needs are consistent with Maslow’s theory. Elders wish to learn the basics of physical
health and safety — survival. Most elders are especially concerned with their health
status, and incidences of personal sickness and injuries (Ministry of Health and Welfare,
2006). Thus, physiological and safety, should be elders’ first priority in learning. Not
only can it impact elders’ health, but also the societal welfare.

When physiological and safety — the survival needs, are satisfied, the next step is to
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pursue love/belonging, esteem, and cognitive, known as "socialization learning”. If the
learning of survival needs is not fulfilled, either insufficient or less than satisfactory,
then the need for socialization learning is not apparent. Even if the elder person
develops the need for socialization learning, because survival learning is not fulfilled,
the person is learning two themes simultaneously. This could result in insufficient
learning in both themes. Many elders are unwilling to interact with others because they
feel insecure, have poor physical health, low self-esteem, and experiencing physical
pains. These factors hinder their willingness to leave their homes, and engage in
socialization. On the other hand, elders with solid survival knowledge are more likely to
develop the needs for socialization learning.

The final stage, self-transcendence, is the pursuit of aesthetic, self-actualization, and
transcendence. Generally speaking, elders arrive at this stage because of two reasons: 1)
an individual’s awareness to the meaning and value of existence, and thus the
willingness to pursue self-transcendence learning. 2) Both survival and socialization
learning have reached satisfactory level, and thus the person is willing to engage in
self-transcendence learning. If the two conditions are not satisfied, then the person lacks
sufficient motivation to engage in lifelong self-transcendence learning. However,
further empirical studies are required to confirm this hypothesis.

While any kind of learning is beneficial, due to limited time and energy, learners must
prioritize in order to maximize the returns. “Basic knowledge” is the foundation of all
learning activities. While elders have ample life experiences, skills, and knowledge,
some areas of knowledge might have became blurred, and require refreshing. The key is
thus to identify the areas of needs that may contribute to elders’ physical and mental
health. There have not been extensive researches and sufficient empirical evidences to
provide guidance for educators to develop courses and materials. Other educators have
proposed courses derived from Maslow’s theory, but did not identify the specific
materials or subjects, and did not provide empirical results.

IV. Basic knowledge and competencies for elders

If we accept Maslow’s theory and the assumption of elders’ learning needs are derived
from Maslow, then we need to consider the contents of basic knowledge in curricula
design and teaching arrangements. Based on author’s researches conducted between
2009 and 2011, funded by Executive Education Ministry, and learning activities
designed by a community in Baltimore, Maryland (http:// www.baltimorecountymd.gov
/ index.html), the author developed a learning module: The 12 Basic Knowledge and
Competences for Elders. The 12 items corresponded to Maslow’s theory:

Survival: (1) emergency notification; (2 ) burn, fall, and injury preventions;

(3) sleep; (4) pain management; ( 5 ) nutrition, exercise, high blood pressure

and diabetes;( 6 ) property management.

Socialization: (7) brain exercise; (8) interpersonal management.
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Self-transcendence: (9 ) spirituality; ( 10) simple living; ( 11) the
environment and I; ( 12 ) knowledge absorption.

Despite that participants in the elders’ learning program deemed the 12 competences as
necessary (Chen & Chen, 2010; 2011), the author proposes the application of a rigorous
approach through systematic interviews conducted by educators in determining the
needs for these 12 items (Chen, Chen & Chen, 2012).

Wei (2013) conducted a national survey to assess the learning needs by elders. The
survey incorporated topics of learning contents. She established five areas: 1) Safety:
emergency notification systems, home security and safety, transportation safety, fraud
prevention, and drug safety. (2) Sports and Health: regular exercise, nutrition, sleeps
quality, health management, and common diseases. (3) Spiritual Life: memory, reading,
meaning of existence, positive thinking, faith learning, and social issues and trends. (4)
Interpersonal Relationship: family, travel, clubs and social groups, technology and
social networking, meeting people, and sex education. (5) Community and Services:
“hands-on " courses, volunteer services, care-giving, human resources development.
WhileWei did not explicitly identify “basic competencies for elders,” her questionnaire
pointed out the areas and contents of learning. It also corresponded to the assumptions
derived from Maslow’s theory, in particular, Safety, and Sports and Health
corresponded to Survival; Interpersonal Relationship corresponded to Socialization;
Spiritual Life, and Community and Services corresponded to Self-transcendence. In
addition, while the contents of the questionnaire by Wei differed slightly from The 12
Basic Competences by Jia-Mi Chen, both authors pointed out that elders not only
should engage in lifelong learning but also should be concerned with the contents of
fundamental topics. As for the scope and contents of curricula and teaching materials,
additional studies and data collections are required before a definite recommendation
can be made.

V. Adding Activity Theory to the learning module

In addition to contents and scope of learning by elders, another important issue is how
to motivate elders to learn, and more importantly, how to maintain the motivation and
willingness such that effective lifelong learning goals can be achieved. Elders’ physical
and mental functioning and responses are not comparable to when they were young, as
a result of ageing. Thus, elder learners must “refresh” the memory frequently and adopt
a repetition model. Activity theory is the key to repetition and refreshing. Elders gain
confidences and physical activities through participating in these activity-oriented
programs.

The purposes of Activity Theory are of two folds. On the one hand, because Activity
Theory has a profound impact on elder learners’ attitudes, including motivation, interest,
and willingness, it is therefore crucial to design courses not only are satisfying in
contents, but also activities. These courses thus enable elders to participate actively and
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generate effective learning results. On the other hand, refresh and repetition are critical
elements in the helping elders retrieve the learned knowledge, and they also broaden
and enhance topics in Survival, Socialization, and Self-transcendence. By following
the model of simplify, repeat, renew, and simplify, elders are able to master the concepts
and skills between Survival, Socialization, and Self-Transcendence.

V1. Conclusion

“Learning” is an essential exercise for elders. However, it is important to determine the
what, how, and then what require systemic reviewing, rather than a more random
attitude of learn anything and everything. Systemic learning can help elders achieve the
goal of effective learning; provide an opportunity for healthy, active, and
transcendence ageing; increase the depth and scope of learning; contribute personal
residual values to society.

Secondly, the framework derived from Maslow’s Hierarchy of Human Needs is not the
only model educators should follow in designing lifelong learning curricula for elder
learners. For example, some scholars proposed frameworks that used Howard
McClusky’s Margin Theory of Needs. The key is for educators to gain an ample
understanding of the philosophy and theory such that they are better at designing
courses and activities that are effective.

Finally, Activity Theory and Integrated Teaching should be widely adopted, as opposed
to “lecture and listen.” However, empirical evidence on this hypothesis is insufficient.
Future research includes the development of best practices in lifelong learning for
elders through analyzing empirical data.
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