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This paper uses qualitative interview data abaarni@g by older men (over 50 years)
collected in 2009 from nine community-based orgatress in a regional city in New
South Wales. It sets out to identify the learningpexienced and available in
community settings, to reflect on how adult and pamity education (ACE) in
Australia might be more broadly defined, understand valued in ways that is more
inclusive of older men. The qualitative data framststudy were collected from on-
site interviews with older men in diverse commuiiibsed organisations including
ACE, few of which are dedicated learning organ@ati Older men’s learning
intentions and outcomes from these less formalrmsgdons are shown to be rich,
lifelong, lifewide, colourful and complex. Many &d men who are experiencing
turbulent and difficult times within or beyond thgiaid working lives tap into and
benefit from the many spectra of community learrasga way of staying well, happy,
active and connected. It suggests that the Auatraldult and community education
sector, if more broadly recognized and defined, ingsortant roles other than as
vocational outreach for the VET (vocational edumathnd training) sector.

I ntroduction

Most dedicated education and training organisatiomsustralia are oriented towards
youth, including accredited vocational preparatignskilling and retraining for paid
work. A high proportion of the Australian workforcaround one half, has no post-
school qualifications. For most adults in paid wdHe majority of their learning, and
the maintenance of that learning, tends to be tirdbe workplace, through learning
at home or via the internet. While discretionargrieng for older adults (age 50+),
mainly for interest, pleasure and social connectias tended to be provided in adult
and community education (ACE) short courses, suohigion is far from universal in
Australia by state and region, and men typicalljnpdase only around one quarter of
participants. The focus in this paper is on leagrbg older men through community-
based organisations. It sets out to identify, tgloyparticipant narratives, what
learning is experienced and available in commuséifings, to reflect on how adult
and community education in Australia might be mm@adly defined, understood and
valued in a way that is more inclusive of older men

Literaturereview

Research shows that men tend to invest signifittar@ and effort into paid work and
less time in midlife and mid-career into family andmmunity (Gradman 1994).
Retirement, particularly forced early retirementween 50 and 65 years, therefore
creates a potential crisis for many older men wthay retire, as this work-based
source of positive identity is removed (Hall, Brgv@@leeson & Zinn 2007). Gradman
(1994) showed that older men without access tonilegrthrough work, through
regular community involvement or through an appiadpr local, adult learning
organisation, are at elevated risk of social exclusRisk of such social exclusion to
older men’s wellbeing is elevated if one or moretld following determinants of
wellbeing are also limited: literacies, access nformation and communications



technologies (ICT), physical mobility or home amadhily life (Golding, Foley, Brown

& Harvey 2009). Golding (2005) showed that men dd@ryears are much less likely
than women in the same age cohort to be formabyniag. Dedicated learning
programs, pedagogies or contexts are rarely pitspedifically to men and very few
are oriented to older men. In older age cohortstmen are also beyond the reach of
learning through the workplace. In 2006 approxinyatae third of all adult men in
Australia were not in paid work (Lattimore 2007)peoportion that is predicted by
Lattimore to increase to around one half by 2030ly@ small proportion of these
men not in work are unemployed or studying full ginMost had either withdrawn
from the workforce before retirement age (65 yearsyere retired.

Australia has one of the most highly gender-segeterniabour forces in the
‘developed’ world. Much of this gender segmentatisnparalleled by patterns of
gendered segmentation and participation in commlrased activity. While older
Australian men (50+) participate as volunteersommunity-based organisations at
similar rates to older Australian women (ABS 2001,7), on average they comprise
only around one quarter of all older learners idicited learning organisations such
as university, TAFE, and adult and community edocatWwhen participation data in
community organisations are analysed by genderaagdnisation type, men of all
ages are much found to be much more likely than eoio participate in sport and
recreation organisations, whereas women predominate human services
organisations, including community/welfare, healihd parenting/children/youth
organisations (ABS 2007, p.7).

Men who participate in community contexts in Aub#aparticularly in regional,
rural and remote communities, tend to be conceadrat fire and emergency service
organisations (Hayes, Golding & Harvey 2004), idaohg surf and coast rescue as
well as in some sporting organisations, particylarlfootball and rugby clubs. Older
men have shown a particular attraction to commdpétyed men’s sheds (Golding,
Brown, Foley, Harvey & Gleeson 2007). Men’s gengraference, in these and other
shed-type, workshop-based settings, is for regaletiye, social, hands-on, practical
involvement, wherever possible ‘shoulder to shoulded outside. Men are much
less likely to be involved in indoor, community tsggs where the emphasis or the
activity is face-to-face. Community settings wharen are less likely to be actively
involved include those where the emphasis is orfanel learning, aged care, health
or community services. Unsurprisingly, the pedagsgiprograms, décor, staff and
services in these settings tend to be focused mor@omen’s needs and women’s
preferences (Macdonald 2005). There have been movegsolicy development
towards more male-friendly services in recognitigith significant problems with
older men’s heath and wellbeing (DHA 2008).

Method and limitations

The regional city of Lismore in northern New SoWrales (population in 2006 of
45,000 approx) was chosen as the focus of thisarelsgpaper for four main reasons.
Firstly, the region was large enough to supporivarde range of adult learning and
community-based organisations. Secondly, it waatemtin New South Wales, a state
recognized (along with Victoria) by Bardon (200623 as having ‘well developed
capabilities across all three tiers’ in terms obvder types in the community
education sector. Thirdly, the city of Lismore, atid surrounding ‘Rainbow’ or
Northern Rivers region has a significantly higheogortion of older people not in



full-time, paid work. Fourthly, the Lismore inteew data were already available
from a recent study (Golding, Foley, Brown & Han309) of learning by older men

in community settings. The method summarised bebmwit applies to the Lismore

(NSW) site, is fully explained in that three stage-site study for National Seniors
Productive Ageing Centre. While that research idetlsurveys as well as interview
data, the current paper is restricted to analykith@ 98 pages of fully transcribed
interview data from nine audio-recorded interviews.total 38 men over 50 years
were interviewed on-site and in small groups, imeniLismore and district

organisations during 2009. The interview questifmtsised on what men do through
the community organisation and what learning bésefind outcomes they perceived
from participating. Older men (50+) were intervielveas participants in a

predetermined set of five community organisatiope; enumerated in Table 1
(column 1). The nine organisations included: onaltadnd community education

(ACE) provider, three age-related organisationsg dine or emergency services
organisation, one sporting club and three men’siapénterest organisations. The
organisations are listed in the table and introduicethe results section the same
order: from dedicated learning organisations @taéd) that do have an overt learning
function, to organisations that do not.

Table 1 Adult and community organisations in Lismor e and interview data available

Organisation Types Organisations

Regional University Southern Cross University*

TAFE (Technical & Further | North Coast Institute of TAFE*

Education)

1. ACE (Adult & Community | North Coast Community College

Education)

2. Age-related Over 50s Learning Centre; Northern Rivers U3A,;
Lismore Senior Citizens

3. Fire or emergency services Lismore City SES (State Emergency Services)

4. Sporting Lismore Rugby Union Club

5. Men’s special interest Men's & Family Centre; Richmond Valley
Woodcrafters; Alstonville Adventist Men’s Shed

KEY: Dedicated learning organisations are italicised; U3A = University of the Third Age; * No interviews conducted.

There are a number of methodological limitationsthis paper. ABS (2007) data

show that only around one quarter of older men bdythe paid workforce are

involved in community-based organisations simitathose in which this study was

conducted. The focus on the relatively rich arrdylearning choices in this one

regional city location, while deliberate, is alsorepresentative. The small sample of
men in the nine selected organisations may not d@esentative of Lismore

community organisations or similar community orgamions nationally.

Results

Older men’s narratives within the Lismore commuratganisation transcripts were
analysed to identify the contexts in which men weeegning, as well as to identify the
benefits they attributed to their participation. tms section, some older men who
participate in Lismore-based organisations areothiced, in same order as in the
right column in Table 1. Pseudonyms have been usedensure participant
confidentiality, consistent with university ethiapprovals.

Adult and Community Education organisations



Adult and Community Education is not available ihstates or regions of Australia.
Where ACE is available there has been a consisiemd towards increased
vocationalisation for over a decade. ACE in somiesiin New South Wales,
including in Lismore, tends to be concentrated amgé, well organised and
government-supported ‘community colleges’, wheregpams are oriented towards
lifestyle and literacy courses as well as to vawsl training and retraining. The
slogan ofNorth Coast Community College Lismore is ‘meeting our community’s
training needs’. While the men interviewed in tWE€E provider in Lismore were
either unemployed, semi-retired or retired, themwice of ACE as a learning
environment went beyond the purely vocational. Retehis 70s, explained that he
was seeking a particular computer skill, thoughstkié# was not related to paid work:
When | was in the workforce, [if] | needed help wicomputing, there was always
someone down the corridor or in the building. ... Batv that | work from home ...
there is no one at home during the day when | adwice [that] can help. | have done
[the course] because younger people ave fait with computer techniques and
methodology generally, but the past generationsnateand | wanted to improve my
skills in those areas.

Malcolm and Ed were both in their 50s, unemployed] doing an ACE course as a
Centrelink requirement as part of a ‘Work for thel® (unemployment benefit)
mutual obligation. Malcolm’s purpose was clearlyrkroelated.
[I was in work] and they basically closed the door. | was technically made
redundant. [My wife] got cancer so | want to getloto finding a job.
Ed has enrolled in a progression of ‘lifestyle’ cems, and his interest and attraction
to learning through ACE was more extended, moreptexnand lifewide. Ed had:
... done lots of hobby courses. ... About four years ag | had an emotional
breakdown ... and life changed dramatically for mevak in a relationship and when
that crashed ... my life changed. | want to gain ngkils to navigate this particular
culture. ... For me, walking in the door to ACE thdseir years ago has probably
helped me to have the courage, and whatever i$ tad@ctually continue ...
Ed explained that after four years out of the pamdkforce with a difficult home and
personal life, he was struggling with the culturel dack of identity associated with
being unemployed.
How people respond to me is a pretty big part iv haneasure how | am getting
through the world, because my culture doesn't reisegwhat | do.

Ed was attracted by the non-threatening atmospireeged in the ACE provider, and

identified his ‘fear of failure of not knowing sothéng’ as “a male bloody thing”.
I would be a failure if | said, “I don’t know sonfetg.” ... It would be a failure for the
Australian male to say ‘Gee! Someone else mightksomething” ... | think that is a
big thing. [Men are OK] ... once they get into sonieghand they are doing something,
and it's safe and there are rules set up. | washteg [in a previous job] and heard
people say “l would like to do that” [and someotsgeavould say],“Who put that into
their mind? After all, men don’t do that sort oirtt).”

As another man in this conversation observed, “Oyae get through the door [at

ACE], you come back.” Peter summarised the oppdrésnavailable for men’s

learning through dedicated ACE organisations likethl Coast Community College.
[Men] have contacts through ..work, whereas women were probably more
homebodies and they would [gain more] techniquab @mpetence in what TAFE
was offering than blokes. ... [Unlike ACE], TAFE wadube for the more serious.

Age-related organisations



Age-related learning centres like thésmore Over 50’'s Learning Centrare not
common in Australia. The Lismore centre had no pgemof its own, few resources
and no paid staff. It had no web site and its vidan managers worked without the
regular use of email or mobile phone. This was uly t‘community-owned-and-
managed’, grassroots organisation run entirelydiynteers. None of its learning was
accredited and most of the programs were oriertedrds activities and interests for
adults beyond paid work. The older men interviewethprised a small minority of
the Learning Centre participants. Harry was retaiad had been coming for thirteen
years. He recognized the need for him to get otth®@house, to maintain friendships
and to avoid boredom and depression in retirement.
| had worked in a business of my own for 50 ye@mming close to retirement all sorts
of letters were coming with this wonderful retiramhglan. ...But nobody ever said,
“There is going to be a dramatic change to youwr #hd your lifestyle. ” ... All of a
sudden | was at home, [whereas] before | was ak athrday. And I'm taking up my
wife’s space and she’s annoying me and we fougld. h&d some arguments. ... |
basically came along because | was just aboutdorhe evicted and my wife thought |
should be doing something. ... You do not have tehaw academic level to be here.
... You just come along and fit in with ... coursesttyau feel comfortable with doing.
... | know with depression, boredom and all that sbthiusiness that with the Over 50s
there are just so many courses on offer that tisen® need for anybody to be bored.
There’s also the friendship of the people that ymet in the organisation.
Harry summarized “A lot of people, when they re&ththey are considered scrap
heap material.”

Hugh still worked part time and came to the Leagn@entre mainly for the art and
yoga programs. Hugh also recognised the socialvegitbeing benefits associated
with wider community participation. Hugh was restied by:
... a back problem. [I] can only do light activities. | come here probably mainly to
be with people. | am not a great artist ... but &ltke company and | do learn. | have
learnt a few techniques in drawing, but | am nottural. The other thing | do is yoga
and that’s mainly for my physical body to try arekk that mobile.

There was broad agreement amongst the men th&@wee50s Learning Centre was
more hands-on, and that U3A Northern Rivers (inicedl below) was ‘more

intellectual’ for ‘university-type’ people. Both ganisations were volunteer-run and
oriented to the learning and social needs of olthrlts, mainly women. However
there was a marked contrast between the ‘low tecpanisation and management
style of the Learning Centre and U3As active anrsive use of new information

and communications technologies (ICT): includingwab site, the internet, an
electronic noticeboard, email and mobile phonegséhlifferences were reflective of
participants in U3A with more professional workibgckgrounds and more positive
views about formal education.

Steve participated iW3A (University of the Third Age) Northern RivémsLismore.
Steve lived on his own and came to U3A, not forreay, but for social ‘polishing’.
When | come into town | find that it's a civilisingxperience because it is mostly
women, and they are more civilised than men. | finére] with a lot of couth people
... As a recluse | mix with all these good people or.4 little ‘polishing’ three times
a week. ... | just find it very stimulating. | havéa of friends in U3A .
U3A was about trying things out informally, as Teglained.
I like to try things out. The beauty of [U3A] isatit is nothing like TAFE, it's nothing
like Uni there’s no tests, you're not being judgadd | like to do a bit of both. I like to



be one of the class or teach skills myself, whigjet a lot of benefit out of teaching
people a few things that otherwise they wouldn'abere of. It's an easy, low-pressure
situation and a great way to pass on your knowleahgkthe feedback is great.

For Ted, a range of social activities and benefit®ended beyond the classes.
| didn't expect the social aspect to be so good.aMeys manage to have a morning
tea or afternoon tea and people will talk abouirgewight or dinner at one of the local
restaurants. ... People organise trips to a conceatmovie afternoon that is fabulous
for people on their own ... So it really does givemle an opportunity to fill the whole
week with some activities.

Anthony, an office bearer in theasmore Senior Citizens Clulntroduced the club

activities and what older men do there on the foarnings each week that the club is

open. On the day of the interviews, it was indomwls day.
We have got a lot of diversity here. ... Some of themust play bowls, and that’s
important. They get away from their own environmand they come in here for a few
hours. We have got people that only go on trips.hake people who just come to the
meetings and they all seem to get some advantag# these things. ... We have got a
bit of everything going. ... [For most men] it's miinust [for] the company and the
people that you meet.

For Paul, who was a widower, the reason for pgdiong was pretty simple. It was

‘here or the pub’.
| come here for (a) the social activities, (b) éhercise, because we have our [health]
conditions, which most elderly people do, and Raeps my flexibility rating going. |
learn to stay alive basically. ... Being a widowehem you are on your own you have
some choices. You can either go to the pub or you@ok after yourself.

Gary, who was a carer, got:

. a lot of companionship out of it with cards anowits. | used to come to the
meetings but my wife is not real good and | caedvie her a lot of the time so that
handicaps me a bit.

For most men interviewed, Senior Citizens was almumhpanionship, friendship,
exercise and getting out.

Fire and emergency service organisations

Fire and emergency service organisations, are guitbus and diverse set of
voluntary, community-based organisations acrosstrAlis (Hayes, Golding &
Harvey 2004). Like other similar organisatiohssmore City SES (State Emergency
Services)requires mostly male volunteers to undergo congmsive and regular
accredited, hands-on training. Apart from providangritically important emergency
response, such organisations tend to be impogamihg sites and venues for regular
affiliation for men of all ages, particularly thoseen with an aversion to formality,
and who like learning ‘hands on’. Ben, 60 was egtibut his wife was still working.
| do enjoy coming along to the [SES] training ngyland it meets the need for
affiliation. ... It's the need to be with people whave some interest to you and the
need for achievement that | probably had in thengeu part of my life. Being with
[like people with] similar values, similar focusjrslar levels of responsibility and
similar levels of a way to put something back itite community.

Apart from the pull of the organisation, there asn&times a push to get out of home
in retirement. Malcolm needed ongoing contact \pitople in retirement.
| had been dealing with young people for years yaats and years | needed to have
contact with people. ... The first six months whestlred, | can vividly recall my wife
... telling me, when | was at the kitchen table, ffthdad to lift my feet up so that she



could sweep under me. ... | was driving her mad. ..erfHat the SES] | learn
organisational skills, perhaps the exercise evergkytrying to access the capability of
people so that | can delegate jobs to them.
Sam had previously been a bus driver, and now esoi®ething to replace the sense
of worth associated with paid work.
When you suddenly stop doing 60 hours a week aartl @bing nothing, you just sort
of lose the sense of worth and purpose, and [SEE]wives me that need.

Sporting organisations

A huge range of sporting organisations in whicheolthen were involved were
available in the city of Lismore. The selected oigation was thé.ismore Rugby
Union Cluh Participation in sport for older men particulamgludes bowls and golf.
While most men over 50 are usually beyond playimgtiall (including soccer and
rugby) competitively, those who competed when yaurgjten stayed attached to the
club though a range of regular, volunteer rolesvali as in a parental role. The
Lismore Rugby Union Club maintained an active chith around 100 senior players
and 200 juniors. Jake undertook a range of cludsrml. He explained how he had:

... been involved with rugby virtually all of my lifé played when | was younger, [my

son played and | wanted] ... to put something backth® game. | enjoy the
atmosphere, | enjoy the people you meet out theddtagives me an interest, gives me
something to do. ... There wouldn't be a day thatsgbg that | am not doing

something that is involved in the club.

Carl enjoyed the opportunity in a leadership ralé'duide the direction of the club

and help haul in others to do a lot of the workadri(particularly enjoyed:
... the friendships that | have made. Now | wouldmve known any of these guys
without the rugby. ... | have met some wonderful gecgnd met some wonderful
friends. ... It's that fraternity. ... You can go anysvh, you wear a rugby tie and
you're a rugby man and you are accepted straighiyaw That's what | love about it,
...the genuiness and friendships that you make oilit of

Carl had learned a great deal through his involvermuit:

.. more by chance than by design. ... | have leatot about ... different people, |
like watching the kids growing up, you see themmgng into men and how they are
changing.

Most of the young people involved as players anengomen who are encouraged to
learn about and model respect for the club. Carlagred that:
We say to the boys “The players have to respeactltiie You're wearing our shirt and
playing for Lismore City. You pay your fees and yawin the club and it's your club,”
and they will respect it and they will back eachestup.
As another older man summarized, “We call it a fgmiThe typical response about
what older men get out of their involvement is heatmmarized by the quote, “It's
just a good community, it's good fun and it's sohiieg that has been part of my life,
and | am happy that its part of my kids life’...

Men'’s special interest organisations

Older men were interviewed in three organisatiomene men comprise all of the
participants. They include the Men’s and Family tGenn Lismore, as well as two
workshop-based organisations on the outskirts ef \tlage of Alstonville: the

Richmond Valley Woodcrafters and the Alstonville vedtist Men’'s Shed. The
Men’s and Family Centrén Lismore, providing programs and services speadily



for men, one of the only such services in Australiaeg came to the Men’s and
Family Centre as a volunteer looking for paid work.
There was high unemployment and | couldn’t finddpaiork so | needed to do some
volunteer work to fill my time in. ... And because mfy separation from my family
two years ago, being here has made me realisd H@ate connections. | am actually
connected to everybody.
The key outcome for Greg and other older men indered was the ability to
communicate and connect with other men. As anoth@n explained, the courses
men do at the Centre typically “bring up a wholedbstuff in your own life”. Much
of this ‘stuff’ is personal and confronting for merith diverse issues to do with life,
family and relationships. As one participant sumeeat:
This would be the only place that | have met peeglere you can actually talk about
things that nobody else talks about, so to a deggagnreal. You're anonymous to a
degree, but it's companionship. [Even when] pedpiesh the program, they keep
coming.

Richmond Valley Woodcrafters based in a shed in a rural setting 20 minuteob
Lismore and is dedicated to fine woodcraft. Ronlaxyed why he participated:
| enjoy men’s company even more than womenl have been happily married for 40
years, but | get great fulfilment out of Thursdayich is my day here, and you go
home and you say, “I have had a great day”. You leways achieved something, you
have always built something or made something aredsomething creative in the
course of the day.
Len had been a professional woodturner since hefift@sn years old. He had been
injured in the workplace and still:
... suffered with a lot of nerve pressures from njuries. | find that when | am up and
doing something and my mind is on other activitiedon't have the spasms that |
normally would have. ... The more you do, your miadctive so your body seems to

work much better. ... | have met some really niceppeand | get a lot of satisfaction
out of passing on some of my skills to them ... ldgot pretty reasonable skills that |
can pass on.

Peter summarized the push and pull factors tygitaloodcrafters interviewed.
| was going stir crazy because | was just studioate. We have got three acres and all
| was doing was working on the three acres. So batting a lot of social skills out of
this and meeting people.

The Alstonville Adventist Men’s Shesl also in a rural setting and superficially very
similar to the nearby Woodcrafters. It also progidegular, hands-on activity in a
community setting for older men. The differencethat the emphasis is more on
learning about being men beyond the realm of paikyrather than learning about a
trade, a craft skills or creating a fine productli€ was a former dentist. Now 94,
Colin explained that:
| have always used my hands and | have always blablids in fine work. | did a lot of
woodwork and | have carried these things rightubifoand | can still work ... It has
been a great benefit to me and if it hadn’t beaould have died ... if it wasn't for the
companionship.
Frank, now 74left school after three years at high school. | waxger educated”.
I learnt from the University of Hard Knocks. ... Yave never too old to start learning.
... You learn all the time, you listen to what is paping and you keep learning. Being
in the Shed here | have learnt techniques. | wasma woodwork sort of guy, but |
could drive a nail with a hammer and that's it ...efdis the comradeship and
friendship. ... | am not very active, so it's greatlie able to get out and be amongst



friends and men and its great for the activity. t's ¢§ood to be able to continue to be
involved within the community.

Discussion

The older men introduced in the narratives abolestiate the rich diversity of
community-based, learning-related experiences availto older men as participants,
in nine organisations in five broad organisatiotegaries, in one regional city. They
illustrate the significant and interrelated persamalbeing and community needs and
benefits associated with lifewide and lifelong eag and participation. Only one
third of the nine organisations have learning & tbore business, and only one has
to do with vocational preparation. For the emergeservice organisation, the
accredited training is about readiness for comnyuaihergency. For the men’s and
family centre, the learning is essentially aboutéx@our change. For the community
men’s shed, the learning is about men’s wellbekg. senior citizens, sporting and
craftworkers organisations, while a hands-on agtig usually at the centre, much of
the valuable learning is social, incidental andshtely informal.

For older men in all of the organisations examirtad, learning that is most sought,
valued and experienced is not narrow, formal oatiooal. What is sought is learning
that is social, broad, deep and health-givingsalutogenic(Macdonald 2005). The
learning and pedagogies are most valuable and ppat® when they meet individual
men’s needs rather than being delivered ‘off thelfslas industry or vocational
competencies. Very few of the learning needs andefits were vocational, or
motivated by a need to re-enter the paid workfodee narratives highlight the
significant value to older men’s lives of regulaocial activity and opportunities to
give back to the communitshrough participation. This value is at odds with the
current emphasis, in neo-liberal policies, on gowent support that is restricted to
accredited education and training programs for geuradults of working age. This
vocational emphasis is understandable for the 40cpat of the current working
population (for men age less than 65 years) thate hao formal post-school
qualifications (Shah & Burke 2006) who are percdias being ‘in danger of being
left behind as skill requirements increase’ (Bar@006, p.3).

Wherever older men come into contact with adultries, vocational education and
training or ‘job market’ organisations, there isdncial pressure on them to ‘take the
training’ with whatever other services are avagabbgardless of what men actually
want or need to learn in their lives at that tifhee mistaken assumption is that all
men who are out of work lack the vocational skilsengage in paid work, or the
literacies to engage in the necessary trainingnidadly for many older men, research
from other, diverse sites beyond Lismore (GoldiRgley, Brown & Harvey 2009)
found that it was often a combination of negativgeriences of early, formal
learning and a lifetime of debilitating work thaardaged men and created the
aversion to both learning and full time work. Thi#ficllty for many men in this
situation is avoiding what Bardon (2006, p.16) diéss as ‘the diverse tentacles of
the VET system’. Men understandably avoid doingning for training’s sake. The
older men’s narratives above illustrate how menbdehtely avoid being placed in
potentially patronising and demeaning positionsergtthere is seen to be something
wrong or missing with them as learners or as patewborkers. By contrast, positive
and active engagement in community-based orgaomsats one way in which older
can avoid the ‘VET octopus’. Older men are showrmpitefer to engage in learning
which is social, regular, and hands-on and withnificant wellbeing benefits
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embedded within it. Further positioning communitjueation as ‘the outreach arm of
the VET sector’ (Bardon 2006, p.6) is, to use aeotmimal analogy, to have the
small and young tail wag the big and older dog.

Conclusion

This paper has deliberately examined learning faery different, generally older

(age 50+) cohort of adults, specifically older nveimo do not fit neatly into existing

vocational education and training (VET) or aduldaommunity education (ACE)

policy frameworks. Some of these older men are heywoorking age; others are only
marginally attached to the workforce or withdrawonh it. This gradual, natural and
sometimes deliberate withdrawal from paid workdtiter men is typically motivated

by a range of life choices and changes as wellkeesopal and family circumstances.
The deliberate decisionot to engage in full-time, paid work, as the narresiv

demonstrate, is often pragmatic, socially sensdne economically rational. The
paper raises important questions about how adult @@mmunity education in

Australia might be defined, understood and valumdafiults for older men in other
contexts in Australia. The paper demonstrates hoanymolder men who are

experiencing turbulent and difficult times, towarols beyond the end of their paid
working lives in a regional city, tap into the mamtyer spectra of lifewide learning as
a way of staying well, happy and active, connectadl contributing to the

community. The vocational education and trainingian®s are understandably less
attractive, and in many cases inappropriate aetewvant to most older men.
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