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I. Introduction:  

McGill Institute for Learning in Retirement and Three Networks  

 

Learning-in-retirement, third-age learning, later-life learning and life-long 

learning are all phrases that distinguish educational programs designed for older adults. 

In Canada, between 1997 and 2002, enrollment in these programs doubled to 200,000. 

New organizations, notably in urban centres and retirement communities, are emerging to 

meet this growing demand. There are an estimated 80+ Canadian organizations providing 

learning opportunities for older adults.  

 

This paper compares three networks that service third age learning organizations, 

like the McGill Institute for Learning in Retirement (MILR), a member of each network. 

MILR is a very successful organizational model of peer-learning and self-governance. 

 

 

I.i  Profile:  McGill Institute for Learning in Retirement 
 

 Founded in 1989, the McGill ILR is a community-based organization of 

retirement age learners dedicated to fulfilling the educational interests of its members. Its 

purpose is to enable retired or semi-retired persons to pursue intellectual interests and to 

explore new areas of learning in the company of their peers. McGill ILR offers, 

administers and conducts non-credit study groups and lecture programs for its members. 

The emphasis is on participation and peer learning in a sociable environment. There are 

no pre-requisites for admission, no exams and no grades. Members are not required to 

divulge their educational backgrounds, ages or income levels. It is a mini university for 

seniors. 

 

In 2002/03 academic year, there are close to 1,000 active members enrolled in the 

peer-learning program which comprises: 111 ten-week study groups, 29 lectures, 10 

musical programs and an eight-week summer program of 45 lectures. The program cost is 

low: $75 per ten-week semester (~50 euros), $5 (~3.5 euros) per lecture. MILR manages 

its own finances and it is volunteer-run; that is, it is self-administered by its members in 

liaison with McGill’s Centre for Continuing Education. As a program within the 

university, it benefits from subsidized rent in a downtown location, collegial advice and 

resources, technical support and academic credibility.  

 

 

I.ii  The Three Networks   
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(1) EIN, the Elderhostel Institute Network, is a voluntary association of over 200  

affiliates across North America.  

 

(2) CATALIST, the Canadian Network for Third Age Learning, serves as a 

contact point for educational institutions and organizations. 

 

(3) TALIS, Third Age Learning International Studies, is an informal network of 

older adults, international programmers, academics and researchers in the 

field of third age education. 

 

This paper focuses on TALIS as a dynamic network model. Its main characteristics are:   

(1) advancing research and camaraderie among individuals to share program 

information; 

(2) linking international individuals and organizations; 

(3) operating at little expense.  

 

 

II. Comparing the Three Networks 

 

The three networks offer McGill ILR awareness, access and advice about the field 

of third age learning. The most significant benefit being each network’s potential to 

provide MILR with a central site that disseminates information. Communications are 

filtered through the MILR Program Coordinator to the Executive Committee to 

councilors to moderators and to the general membership through email distribution lists, 

the MILR Newsletter and bulletin boards. 

 

II.i  Benefits of Networks: Awareness, Access, Advice 

 

 Awareness of the breadth of the national grassroots learning-in-retirement/third 

age movement.  

 Awareness of like-minded people across cultural boundaries. 

 Access to 3
rd

 age field, conferences, similar groups, opportunities to meet with 

international scholars and researchers. 

 Access to academic research and program resources. 

 Advice about patterns of growth.  

 Advice about problems and successes from a peer group of listeners.  

 Advice about methods to build relationships with sponsors and host institutions. 

 

 

Note that the guiding mission and objectives of each network are similar: to promote 

the development of third age learning whether locally or worldwide and to facilitate 

communication between members (see Tables 1, 2, 3). 
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II.ii  EIN:  Elderhostel Institute Network  (Table 1)  

 

Key points: EIN was created in 1988 as an initiative of Elderhostel to link learning 

in retirement institutes which are housed on university/college campuses in North 

America.  The purpose was to share experiences about volunteer administration and 

methods of strengthening relationships with the host university. It functions under the 

auspices of Elderhostel. Members are representatives of an ILR and generally 

communicate through a listserv and a monthly e-zine. 

 

 

II.iii CATALIST: Canadian Network for Third Age Learning  (Table 2) 

 

 Key points: After three years of planning, CATALIST was established in 2000. 

Like EIN, its purpose is to promote and support older adult learning organizations. It does 

this by creating links for Canadian third age learning organizations and bridging regional 

differences for the purposes of sharing information and resources; such as, federal and 

provincial government assistance programs. 

 

 

II.iv TALIS: Third Age Learning International Studies  (Table 3) 

 

  Key points:  TALIS was created in 1990 as a forum for international older adult 

learners, teachers, programmers and researchers. Different countries host annual seminars 

and members generally represent third age educational grassroot organizations. Membership 

comprises a core of continuing members: 27 plus 2 institutional in 2002 (Table 4) plus 

memberships sold in the region where a seminar is located. Members generally 

communicate at the annual conference where they share program information, deliver their 

research and build international bridges of understanding.  

 

  

 

III. Sharing Knowledge, Research and Resources  

 

III.i TALIS:  A network for teachers, researchers and organizations  

 

TALIS started with a firm base of international relationships already established 

by academics, practitioners and learners interested in furthering worldwide exchanges in 

the field of later-life learning. Professor Jean Costa became involved in third age learning 

when the first university of the third age was created at his University of Toulouse in 

1972. He was named General Secretary of the Association International of Universities of 

the Third Age (AIUTA) at its creation in 1975. He stepped down from AIUTA in 1989 

and created TALIS in 1990. The first TALIS conference took place in Toulouse in 1991. 

Professor Jean Costa believed that a multi-language forum would meet the need for an 
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effective pooling of ideas and experiences. Professor Costa, as founder and President, 

headed the TALIS network from 1990 to 1999.  He continues as President Emeritus to 

offer his active presence, advice and contributions.  

 

The Secretariat is headed by Dr. John Oussoren, the pragmatic TALIS President. 

He is an adult educator and pastor who has served in university, community college, 

seminary and congregational settings in Canada. Gwenna Moss, Editor of the TALIS 

Bulletin, is Professor of Extension at the University of Saskatchewan. Robert Williston, 

Secretary/Treasurer, was founding president of Elderhostel Canada, located in Ontario, 

and now works from the Maritimes. 

 

TALIS is an informal network with very limited resources (human, financial and 

material). Its purpose is to build bridges of understanding and friendship across continents. 

It has four main activities: 

(i) yearly international research seminar; 

(ii) annual Bulletin of seminar proceedings; 

(iii) website  www.extension.usask.ca/go/talis ; 

(iv) staying in contact globally with colleagues and newcomers to field of 

older adult education and keeping updated on current research. 

 

 

III.ii    Relationship between TALIS and the University of Saskatchewan 
 

The TALIS network is sustained by a fortunate partnership with the host 

university. The Extension Division of the University of Saskatchewan provides the time 

for Gwenna Moss to serve as editor of the TALIS Bulletin. In addition, the university 

provides access to infrastructure support without charge: 

(i) secretarial support to maintain the membership and mailing list, to 

arrange for printing and mailing the Bulletins and newsletters;  

(ii) membership registration support and fee collection; 

(iii) maintaining financial records, bookkeeping: TALIS funds are 

housed in the university accounts; 

(iv) hosting, development and maintenance of the TALIS website. 

TALIS pays the University for the following expenses: 

(i) translation; 

(ii) printing of the Bulletin and the newletter; 

(iii) postage for mailing Bulletin and other correspondence. 

 

 

III.iii TALIS Membership  

 

A one-year snapshot of membership is misleading. Current membership is not 

high; it comes and goes depending on where the seminar is held. However, many do not 

renew as members. There were new members from the U.S.A. when TALIS was held in 

http://www.extension.usask.ca/go/talis
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St-Cloud, and there were similar increases from Brazil and Argentina. In this way 

moving the seminar around the world is useful to enable the local host to develop an in-

country network and provide opportunities for networking across borders. The local 

network can provide access to leaders in older adult education,  teachers and researchers 

of the member university. This was the case in Wuhan (October 2002) with over 150 

delegates attending from Chinese colleges and universities.  

 

 

 Table 4:   

TALIS Membership 2002 

 

Continent Country 2002 Membership 

North America Canada 6 

 U.S.A. 2 

South & Central America Argentina 7 

 Brazil 3 

 Venezuela, Chile (past members) 

Europe France 1 

 Austria 1 

 Ireland 1 

 Italy 2 

 Switzerland 1 (institutional) 

 Spain many past members 

 Netherlands, Hungary, Germany, (past members) 

 Finland, Belgium, Malta, Turkey (past members) 

Australia/New Zealand  1 

Asia Japan 1 

 China 2 (plus 1 

institutional) 

Totals:  22 countries                                    27 individuals 

  2 institutions 

 

 

 

 

III.iv Financing a Network: Members, Personnel, Revenues  

  

To flourish, an organization needs membership commitment, dedicated personnel 

and revenues. MILR is successful in these three areas. Because non-credit programs need 

to be self-financing within the university, McGill ILR conducted a self-evaluation after 

four years of operation. The study benefited the volunteers, the program expanded, 

revenues rose steadily and MILR became ever more confident of its future. Our financial 

forecast is healthy, but our real success lies in our ability to attract capable, dedicated 
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volunteers to run the organization. Unfortunately, there are no longer Canadian 

government start-up funds for seniors’ education and research funds are designated for 

seniors’ health; for example, the detection of elder abuse. 

   

In the U.S.A. the Elderhostel Institute Network flourishes with financial backing 

from a very profitable established educational travel organization. EIN membership dues 

were waived in 2002. In Canada, our regional and language disparities make recruiting 

people a challenge. The University of Regina supported the start-up phase of CATALIST 

and when federal government funds from the Office of Learning Technologies got the 

network underway, it was natural that Regina ‘seat’ CATALIST. Salaries, conference 

materials, face-to-face board meetings and cross-Canada telephone calls, along with rent 

and support services were paid from this grant. Now, three years later, CATALIST has an 

uncertain future. The network has not generated significant revenues to make it self-

sufficient – it has scaled down its support services and continues with a smaller volunteer 

advisory board. CATALIST and TALIS are both backed by universities in Saskatchewan.   

 

 

 III.v Network strengths and weaknesses  

 

 Research projects and program planning lie in the domain of the host country. 

Ideally, standards of research need to go beyond mere descriptions of the local programs. 

Presentations should gradually reflect, critique, tie in with theories and provide empirical 

data as the country develops the skills to be more scientific. The upcoming TALIS 

seminar in October 2003 in the U.K. is an attempt to move more in this direction without 

losing the grassroots approach. 

 

The strength of a network persists in its bridges of understanding, friendship and 

cooperation. Local programmers, older learners, teachers and researchers have shared 

interests and expertise at 13 TALIS seminars. A membership initiative could help the 

network significantly expand its number of activities. The future of TALIS rests upon the 

continuing commitment of individuals who struggle to organize a seminar each year and 

ensure the proceedings are translated and distributed.  

 

A weakness in a network occurs when an individual who holds the membership 

does not share program information and research with his/her colleagues. This 

‘information break down’ can be overcome with improved access to computers and e-

mail.  

 

 

IV. Concluding Discussion 

 

IV.i Networks ‘connect the dots’ 
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As more and more older adults with higher education look for a place to grow 

their knowledge and share resources, there will be greater demand for unique community 

networks. National networks such as EIN and CATALIST and international networks 

such as TALIS and AIUTA will be the united front for the demands of life-long learners.  

Maintaining their intellectual health and combining their wealth of experience and 

knowledge can benefit present and future societies. Networks exist to help these older 

learners  ‘connect the dots.’  

 

The accomplishments of TALIS despite its limited resources reflect the world-

wide desire and need to share program knowledge, research and resources. The global 

population of older adults, roughly estimated between 400 and 600 million, forecast 

many future opportunities for networking. 

 

 

IV.ii Two Invitations:  TALIS 2003 and 2004  

 

TALIS 2003:  The 14
th

 Seminar will be held in Coventry, United Kingdom from October 

17-19. The theme is:  Later Life Learning: International Themes and Perspectives. The 

host is: The Association for Education and Ageing (AEA). The liaison is:  Dr. Alexandra 

Withnall, Director of Continuing Professional Development, Warwick Medical School, 

University of Warwick, Coventry. The seminar will be held at the Britannia Hotel, 

Coventry. Abstracts for the call for proposals are due June 30
th

 2003.  

 

TALIS 2004:  There is a proposal to hold TALIS 2004 here in Spain in October 2004. 

For further information about this seminar, please contact the TALIS Secretariat.  

 

I look forward to renewing our acquaintance at these future events.  


