
	

		
	

	
	 	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

  

	

	
	
	

Welcome to the Ransackers Association 
Newsletter   

Summer 2017 

www.ransackersassociation.org.uk	

 

 

There is a current theme emerging from recent research on ‘ageing well’ 

 

From the Final Project report of the Foresight Mental Capital & 
Wellbeing Project (2008)  
Be Active, Be Curious and Keep Learning 
 

 

Averil Osborn & Ransackers 
From our own research people who engaged in study and research 
enjoyed the challenge and achievement of doing something they thought 
had passed them by.  
 “Never in my wildest dreams did I think I would get this opportunity 
at 58” – a student describing her Ransacker experience  
 

 

From the WHO World Report on Ageing and Health (2015) 
“One Key action to enhance senior’s autonomy should be to create 
accessible opportunities for lifelong learning & (personal) growth” 

So learn something new, study and research, share it with others.	
	



	

		
	

	
	 	

Welcome to the Ransackers Association Summer Newsletter 

As you will see from the front page there is now tangible evidence that mental agility 
in the way of study and research is a life-enhancing attribute.  The findings are not 
anecdotal but tested and cross referenced by academic and lay interviewers. 

Our own recent research into the value of research and study in older age confirmed 
its benefits.  Such later involvement in study is especially important when put in the 
context that, of our age group, only 10% of the population had the opportunity to go 
on to higher education.  Hilary Farnworth outlines our latest research in the next item.    
We would like to the thank the Averil Osborn Fund for giving us a small grant to carry 
out the project and particularly thank our academics, Caroline Holland, John Miles 
and Jonathan Hughes for their time and expertise in guiding and supporting the lay 
researchers through the process. 

Anyone involved in Ransackers knows of the benefits of the wonderful Ransackers 
Project but in the current cash strapped times colleges are unable to run the course. 
The committee continues to look for sponsors and partners to support the project, but 
in the meantime the Association has taken the decision to keep the Ransackers 
name alive by presenting our research evidence to relevant conferences and 
reminding authorities, who may be able to affect change, that people given a second 
chance to engage in higher education will and in doing so not only improve their own 
situation but spread their knowledge and friendship to others.     

So we hope this edition of the newsletter will keep you up to date with other 
members, committee work, information on different projects and a look into the 
archives of RIBA to see how housing issues for seniors was considered in the 30’s. 

Let us have your thoughts.                         

Jenny New 
 

 
  

 

 

 

2	



	

		
	

	
	 	

 

A team of six “older researchers”, all over 55, have completed 12 months 
investigating the value of serious study in later life, both for benefit to the individual, 
and as a contributory resource for society. The team were supported and mentored 
by three academics who are experts in the study of ageing, and they met at 4 
workshops, coming together from Cornwall, Birmingham, Staffordshire and London. 
The project was funded by BSG Averil Osborn project.  

Ransackers Association, (RA) has been promoting serious education for older people 
for over 10 years.  Until 2013, short Ransacker residential courses ran for people 
aged over 55 at several colleges.  Unique in that each person chose a topic and 
worked on their own project, producing a written mini thesis.  Since changes in the 
funding climate prevented colleges from running these non-vocational courses, RA 
has carried out research with some of the hundreds of people who took part in these 
courses, starting with an unfunded mini project in 2015.  

Topics studied ranged from history (which was very popular and included 
biographies) literature, to engineering, and social issues. 

Themes emerging from this research (and we are still analysing the data) included 
strong views about education in the post war decades, different types of motivation, 
and some markers about the support required for seniors to go back to study. We 
also debated the question “What IS serious study” - in fact we still are debating it - 
but generally we see it as sustained study requiring concentrated effort, commitment 
in terms of energy and time.  

Failing the 11+ exam had been a very damaging experience for some, and they 
carried this sense of school failure through life until they finally went back to study 
and proved to themselves they could actually do it - this was a transformative 
experience for them.  

Several had been encouraged to go back to study by sons, daughters. This 
intergenerational effect of young people who expected in the 2000s to go on to HE 
and university, and mostly did so, encouraging their parents who missed out was 
noticeable. Some interviewees felt they had a new identity: “I’m not just an OAP, I’m 
now an older person who has a higher qualification ( e.g. a Masters). Most of the 
seniors mentioned the increased confidence they had gained: some went on to do a 
different type of paid work, or to volunteer in the community, some as teachers and 
speakers.  
 
This was a short 12 month project, limited by funds and resources; much more needs 
to be done to get education for seniors back on the agenda.  We are keen to partner 
with organisations that are researching these issues, and fundraising is a priority for 
us. We are considering how best to campaign for better educational opportunities for 
seniors in this era of austerity: degrees are still available via loans (which don’t have 

3	



	

		
	

	
	 	

to be paid back by low income pensioners) but the access points are not so available 
as they were 20 years ago.   
Our belief is that older people, whether working in the paid or voluntary economies, 
or not working at all but just exercising their brains, should have the opportunities to 
study, as part of wellbeing and being active members of society. 
 
hfarnworth@gmail.com                www.ransackersassociation.org.uk	
 
 
 
 
 
Why is education so important in later life?     
In July Teresa Lefort and I took part in the annual conference of the British Society of 
Gerontology. As well as giving a presentation on Ransackers research project into 
“Serious study in Later life”, we made a 5 minute video conversation about all the 
ways we see education as a key part of later life and retirement. 

 

We talked about 4 issues: 

1. Education and training for longer working life, past State Pension Age, 
either as employees or in the freelance economy running a mini business. 
 
We know there is some evidence that people 50+ in work are not being 
offered the same opportunities to train as younger workers, and yet they will 
have up to 15 years of working life ahead of them – or more once the state 
pension age goes up to the proposed age 68! Older entrepreneurs often need 
help to set up their small businesses.  

 
2. Education for being a more effective volunteer 

 
The older volunteer sector is estimated to be worth £15 billion by 2020. This is 
serious money, and yes, there is an argument that people should be paid for 
work but meanwhile let’s make sure there is education for managing budgets, 
chairing meetings, running campaigns, so we those of us who volunteer can 
do it in the best way to get results.  

 
 

3. Education for constructive and creative use of leisure as retirees.  
 
This is the main rationale behind Ransackers: we know many people missed 
out on education when young, and have it on their list once they retire. We 
need more courses! More encouragement! Not just degrees, but shorter 
courses for those who want to see if they like studying. We know study keeps 
the brain active, going to college can foster new friendships, and it can give a 
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strengthened sense of identity which combats the often negative loss of 
workplace identity some people experience at retirement.  

 
4. Education for successfully coping with 21st century life, organisations 

and the commercial world;  
 
A third of people over 65 in the UK live on their own, and often have little 
family support to deal with water leaks, broken TVs and other digital kit, and 
their rights to help from the state if they are ill or less mobile. Let’s have 
refresher courses on how to deal with bureaucracy, how to keep a record of 
the issues with the Council.  

And of course we need more advice on how to choose a new mobile phone, 
how to keep safe on the Internet, how to spot a fake email…. In the future we 
may need to know how to run a flat where the heat, lights, freezer, are all 
linked to the Internet and controlled by voice or a tablet, and our doctor 
sometimes talks to us by video link.  

 
Hilary Farnworth 
 
 

 

 

Education: some Ransackers successes 
 

We are often asked for evidence that our quest for educational opportunities for 

seniors is necessary,” what do older students do with their new found knowledge – 

sounds a lovely idea but in today’s austerity surely a bit of a luxury?”. 

Ransackers know it can make a huge difference, not just to the student involved but 

to their wider communities.  Here are just two examples of Ransackers taking the 

initial learning step and seeing where it may lead: 

 

Eric Hanby (Cody) to everyone who knew him has just informed us that he has been 

accepted by Birkbeck to start an MA in Archaeological Practice in October. 

Cody was a Ransacker at Ruskin in the Autumn Term of 2011.  He continued with his 

studies gaining a 2.1 in History from Goldsmiths and is now going on to take a MA.  

As Cody says “From little acorns” – well done Cody.   
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Ransacker to Degree 
While attending short courses at Ruskin College Oxford, I was made aware of the 

Ransacker project, and decided that I would apply. Having been interested in ancient 

religions and practices, I felt that a project that would delve into this topic would be 

very interesting and informative; I decided upon the title, ‘Wise Women and Witches’ 

 

The whole experience was an amazing privilege.   I met some wonderful people and 

had fantastic support from my tutors. When my project was completed, I decided to 

return to Ruskin at the beginning of the next term, to study for a Foundation degree in 

‘Writing for Performance.’ After completing the first year, I took a gap year in which I 

travelled through Europe.  On my return I felt the urge to continue with my studies 

and applied to Bolton University to study for a Bachelor of Arts degree in ‘Creative 

Writing.’  

 

I have now completed my degree, and have been awarded a B.A. (hons) in ‘Creative 

Writing’ Grade 2:2. I feel extremely proud of my achievements, and I am very grateful 

to Ruskin College, the Ransackers and Bolton University for giving me this 

opportunity, one which I thought at this late stage in my life would not be possible. 
 

I have had some poetry published, and a radio script showcased. My dissertation 

was a full-length stage play, and I hope to continue to write scripts. Also I now plan to 

offer ‘Writing for Wellbeing’ Workshops for people who find the traditional verbal 

therapy sessions difficult. 

 

I would encourage anyone who has ever been interested in returning to study to do 

so, I have been amazed at how it has enhanced and improved my life.  

 

Sandra Barlow, Ransacker 
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Free courses for adults: do colleges still have them?  
Colleges have had to put up fees and cut many non-vocational courses, and now 
most local colleges will offer English Maths, IT, and maybe bridging courses for 
university to study health related degrees. For example Hillcroft, the women’s 
residential college in S W London offers a range of courses for women 19+ where 
tuition fees are free for those on means tested benefits, and others which have a 
registration fee of £20 but are otherwise free. 

See: https://www.hillcroft.ac.uk 

Open Learn: 

The Open University has a new range of completely free online short courses: Open 
Learn. There are 1000 free courses across 8 different subject areas. 

http://www.open.edu/openlearn/free-courses 

For instance: 

Start writing fiction (12 hours) has a 5 star rating from  learners 

Human rights (20 hours).  One learner says “Well balanced bite size introductory 
course.”  

Introduction to cyber security: stay safe online (24 hours): a learner wrote: 

“Very good course - worth having a look and learning about how this relates to 
everyday usage of IT, even if you are a beginner. 

You can even take Beginners Chinese (6 hours)  

There is a free newsletter: you can sign up at http://www.open.edu/openlearn/about-
openlearn/subscribe-the-openlearn-newsletter 

 
What else is out there? 

You may have to check the websites of all local colleges, sometimes they get grants 
to try something new e.g. Westminster Adult Education Service has free Family 
Learning: its designed to help adults understand how children learn and are taught in 
schools, how to better support children's learning in the home, and to improve 
numeracy, literacy and language skills of accompanying parents ( and I think, 
grandparents)  

https://www.waes.ac.uk/department/familylearning 

Some information and communication technology (ICT) courses 
English for speakers of other languages (ESOL) 
 
The BBC also has free courses – bbc.co.uk/learning/adults 
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The London Brain project  - “beyond memories”   
Dr Marianne Markowski 
 

The London Brain project (LBP) is a not-for-profit organization, which aims to engage 
the public with brain sciences and mental health through the arts. LBP was founded 
by a group of three developmental cognitive neuroscientists at UCL and one artist. 
They specialize in engaging people aged 5-105 with brain sciences through 
creativity. Their recent project series, “Beyond”, was funded by the Arts Council 
England, the Biomedical Research Council and Wellcome Trust.  

So far they have explored the topics Epilepsy, Tourette’s syndrome and Dementia 
by bringing service users, carers, artists and scientists in one room and to go through 
a series of ‘creative’ exchanges.  

I was involved in the Dementia workshop on 20th May 2017 held at Age UK in 
Orpington. It was a fabulous experience. I accompanied my friends John and 
Kathleen. John has mid-to-advanced stage dementia and lives now in a care home. 
Together with artist Nicole and 6 other group members we were engaged in creating 
a communal house in lino print. The making activity and the house concept served as 
a metaphor to talk about dementia. My friends both in their late 80s said that this was 
their best day out in years. Other groups explored the disease by working with felt, 
textiles or virtual reality – all under one artist’s direction. 
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Summary of the London Intergenerational Network Meeting 
   
On 26th July 2017 the London intergenerational Network (LIN) met at the University 
of Greenwich Maritime campus. The topic of the meeting was “Intergenerational 
places and spaces – online and offline”.  Six organizations presented their 
intergenerational activities and responded to questions. 

RADA elders started the meeting by performing excerpts from a play called “Words”. 
RADA elders, a group consisting of 16 people all over 60 years from all over 
England, meet once a week in London. A writer is commissioned once a year to write 
a play, which they perform around December time. RADA students carried out the 
backstage tasks, making this work intergenerational.   
https://www.rada.ac.uk/education-and-outreach/elders-company 

Pam Schweitzer, founder of Age Exchange, presented the project “Remembering the 
past and building the future” where she collaborated with 5 other European partners 
in exploring war time memories through intergenerational drama in various settings. 
See http://www.europeanreminiscencenetwork.org/  

Kate Hodson reported on the work by MagicMe, which is an intergenerational Arts 
organization based in Tower Hamlets. Their work tries to combine live performance 
with the digital world and to explore the opportunities the digital element can bring.  
See https://magicme.co.uk/ 

Bunny Schendler showed a 2-minute animation film, which had been co-produced by 
Camden residents over 60 and school children age 6-13 years at the Kentish Town 
Community Centre to explore London futures. This animation highlighted the 
juxtaposition of wishes and needs by the various age groups in one borough. 

RecommendMe - a website and app – was developed by UCL alumni students to be 
one online place for people over 60 years to find suitable activities in Camden. 
Georgina Knock from RecommendME, portrayed the main benefit for registering with 
the app, which are recommendations for activities offered locally based on the users’ 
specific profile (which may include wheel chair or step free access). See more at  
http://www.recommendme.today/ 

The final contribution to the network meeting was by John Miles who updated us on 
Camden’s Intergenerational activities. Despite continuous funding cuts the Camden 
Intergenerational network has a steady number of participants who promote 
intergenerational thinking and a more age-integrated outlook in organizational 
practice. Their steering group is currently preparing for Camden’s intergenerational 
week, which takes from 16th-20thOctober 2017. 
http://www.ageingbetterincamden.org.uk/camden-intergenerational-network/	

	

Dr Marianne Markowski 
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A look at the history of designing houses for older people, 
through the RIBA Collections   
Wilson Yau, RIBA 
 

The Royal Institute of British Architects’ (RIBA) architectural collections of books, 
photographs, drawings, journals and models are rich in information about housing. 
As well as recent publications - some by the RIBA - on design and housing for older 
people, there are notable historic items on the same issue. One such item is a set of 
eight sketches by architect Gordon Cullen. These drawings were created in 1931 to 
illustrate exhibition panels on the problems and solutions to designing for the 
‘elderly’. 

Cullen’s drawings looked at design issues in the home: light, storage, difficult-to-use 
new technology and gadgets, windows, stairs, bathing, heating and cleaning. There 
is one drawing showing a man struggling to climb a flight of stairs, with text at the 
bottom recommending that buildings should be single storied and if stairs are 
installed they must have continuous handrails. Another sketch, showing a man in a 
bathtub, recommends handles on the side to aid lowering and lifting from a tub. The 
problems of reaching high cupboards in a kitchen is dealt with in a different sketch; 
Cullen felt cupboards used by older people should be no more than six feet tall, but 
didn't say if they could be too low. These design problems seem not too dissimilar to 
those from our own, even after nearly 90 years. 

In the RIBA’s collection is a pamphlet published in 1936, titled Housing the old: how 
to meet the great need for cottages and flats for older people, married and single. Its 
author, Olive Matthews, explains that there had been a long-term and unmet need for 
housing designed for the needs of older people and she bemoans their “needs are 
too often overlooked”. Houses became too big to maintain when children leave and 
householders unable to keep up the rents and are then forced to leave their 
communities. She pointed out that the census trends indicated only increasing 
numbers of people aged 75 and over - a census had taken place in 1931. Matthews 
recommended that housing should support everyone “to lead an independent life 
wherever possible” and a well-planned estate “will contain a proportion of small 
dwellings specifically built for older tenants and kept for them.”  

Although modern needs are more sophisticated - or perhaps just more complicated - 
than in the past, it does seem extraordinary that we still have to point out similar 
problems today to builders, politicians and designers.  
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Sketch for an exhibition panel illustrating the problems and solutions connected with 
designing for the elderly: here a woman is shown reaching up to a high kitchen 
cupboard. Artist: Gordon Cullen, 1931. Credit: RIBA Collections 

 

Sketch for an exhibition panel illustrating the problems and solutions connected with 
designing for the elderly: here a man is shown attempting to climb a flight of stairs. 
Artist: Gordon Cullen, 1931. Credit: RIBA Collections 

Still so much to be done nearly 90 years on	
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LAST WORD 
 

It was with great sadness that we reported the passing of Tony Carter in February, 
one of the original Ransackers. He will be sadly missed by all who knew him.   

Tony has always been an ‘involved person’.  In his early days Tony was a paid Trade 
Union Official and remained politically interested and involved.  He was Vice Chair of 
the Greater London Forum of Older People and often had to stand in for the chair, 
Jack Jones.  Tony was very active in the Association for Education and Ageing and 
was a wonderful example of someone who continued his own studies and 
encouraged others to do the same. He was instrumental in the setting up the 
National Pensioners Convention. 

Tony was a Ransacker in the first cohort of students and encouraged friends to join. 
He was also involved in setting up the Ransackers Association and an active early 
member of the Committee. 

 

 

 

One last thought from the WHO report on World Ageing 
and Health: 2015 
 

“Expenditure on health systems, long term care  
and broader enabling environments is an  
investment that enables the ability, well being  
and contribution of older people” 

  

 

 

www.ransackersassociation.co.uk 
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