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This study investigates how foreign language learning fosters active age-
ing, focusing on a case study of the University of the Third Age in Florence.
Grounded in the LifeComp model, it investigates the educationaland cog-
nitive impact of language courses on older adults at the University of Flor-
ence’s Language Center. Semi-structured interviews with three partici-
pants, conducted before and after a Spanish language course, revealed a
predominance of learning-to-learn competencies, alongside personal
and social skills. Key factors such as cross-generational dynamics, per-
sonalised teaching, and a supportive environment emerged as transform-
ative elements. The findings confirm that language courses support self-
regulation, metacognition, and active citizenship, contributing to cogni-
tive engagement, emotional well-being, and inclusion. This study high-
lights the potential of lifelong learning to promote successful ageing and
active participation in later life.

active ageing; lifelong learning; languages learning; life-comp; U3A

INTRODUCTION

This study explores the role of foreign language learning in later life, focusing on
educational processes that promote active ageing (Boffo, 2022) and develop life
skills through the LifeComp model (Sala, Punie, Garkov & Cabrera, 2020). It
centres on a unique case study of the University of the Third Age in Florence, a
service yet to be thoroughly examined. The research aims to investigate how
participation in language courses can facilitate the transition to retirement
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(Cachioni et al., 2021), foster social inclusion and active citizenship (Togni,
2022), and deepen participants’ awareness of LifeComp competencies. By
framing language learning as a tool for lifelong development, the study also
highlights its potential in addressing the challenges of ageing populations in
contemporary society. Grounded in the LifeComp framework, the study
analyses the socio-demographic profiles and autobiographical narratives of
retirees participating in language courses at the CLA (Language Center of the
University of Florence), in collaboration with the University of the Third Age
(Universita dell’Eta Libera, UEL). The analysis seeks to uncover how these
educational experiences influence the development of key competencies for
active ageing, while emphasising the transformative potential of language
learning for personal and social growth.

1. STATE OF THE ART

This section provides the conceptual framework that situates the key elements
of this study. Within the broader demographic trend of population ageing, this
research focuses on exploring the educational processes involved in learning a
foreign language in later life. A significant aspect of this context lies in the role
of universities of the third age (U3As), which offer older adults opportunities for
lifelong learning and social engagement. As highlighted by Balboni (1996) and
Cachioni et al. (2021), U3As play a pivotal role in fostering active participation
and well-being among older learners. The current demographic revolution
demands a radical shift in how ageing is perceived, moving from an association
with decline to an emphasis on active engagement and lifelong learning
(Formosa, 2021). This shift is echoed in the United Nations Economic
Commission for Europe (UNECE) guidelines (2021), which emphasise the
integration of ageing as a core policy objective. In this context, educational
interventions are powerful tools for promoting cognitive, social, and emotional
well-being. According to Boffo (2022), lifelong learning is not only a personal
responsibility but also a societal opportunity for growth and development. In
particular, language learning emerges as a pivotal activity, enhancing cognitive
flexibility and fostering social engagement among older adults (Serra Borneto,
2007; Cardona & Luise, 2018). The European LifeComp framework (Sala et al.,
2020), which organises competencies into personal, social, and learning-to-
learn domains, provides the theoretical foundation for this study. This model is
particularly relevant for ageing populations, as it addresses cognitive decline
while fostering a proactive approach to ageing care. The growing interest in
foreign language courses among older adults is well-documented. Gémez
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Bedoya (2008) and Villarini & La Grassa (2010) identify motivations such as self-
fulfilment, cognitive engagement, and adapting to multilingual societies, while
Yi-Yin (2011) highlights the importance of personal growth and meaningful
engagement in education later in life. Building on these foundations, this
research investigates how language learning fosters active ageing and develops
competencies aligned with the LifeComp framework. This approach addresses
Togni’s (2022) critique of the limited public discourse on the role of education
in supporting longevity. By situating this study within the broader discourse on
ageing and education, it contributes to the growing body of evidence on the
transformative potential of lifelong learning. Language learning, in particular, is
highlighted as a dynamic and impactful context for promoting well-being,
inclusion, and active participation among ageing populations (UNECE, 2019;
Formosa, 2021).

2. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The research methodology focuses on the qualitative analysis of data collected
through semi-structured interviews with three students enrolled in the Spanish
courses at CLA/UEL. This approach, well-suited to educational-linguistic
research, combines structural rigour with flexibility, facilitating the exploration
of emergent themes and capturing the intricacies of learning experience. The
interviews, conducted both pre- and post-course, were analysed through the
lens of the LifeComp model. Each excerpt was examined to identify which
competence indicators the informants explicitly mentioned in their narratives.

This approach provides a deeper understanding of LifeComp-related categories
within the context of autobiographical accounts, enabling insights into the
learners’ experiences, their competencies, and the transformative impact of the
language course.

An example of annotationis:

E.g. (1): SPK_1-0k. Tornando al corso che sta seguendo adesso, perché ha
scelto lo spagnolo?

SPK_2 - Allora io potevo scegliere l'inglese, pero ho questa sensazione, non
SO0 se giusto o sbagliata (P1.1 + P1.2), che il mio cervello ha raggiunto la sa-
turazione nell’apprendimento dell’inglese (L2.1), cioe quello che dovevo im-
parare ’ho imparato (L2.2) e non si va oltre (L1.3). Invece mi piaceva cimen-
tarmi con lo studio di una lingua che non avevo mai studiato (P1.1 + L3.1),
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perché piu nuova (L3.1), e quindi pensavo che anche il mio cervello fosse
meglio disposto (L1.1 +L1.2)".

The abbreviations (e.g., P1.1., L2.1) represent the areas of the LifeComp model:
personal (P), social (S), or learning to learn (L), with numericalindices indicating
specific competencies and descriptors?. In some fragments, multiple LifeComp
elements were observed, leading to the application of multiple labels when
necessary. A decrease in occurrences was noted in the final interviews
compared to the initial ones, likely due to the different focus of the interviews:
the initial ones provided detailed descriptions of the participants, while the final
ones concentrated on the learning process, without reiterating previously
covered data.

The analysis of annotations and the overall text interpretation allowed for the
profiling of the participants’ competencies and an exploration of their potential
evolution after the language course. To better contextualise the findings, we first
present an overview of the participants’ profiles, which form the basis of the
qualitative analysis.

3. SAMPLE PROFILING

This section outlines the participants’ professional and educational
backgrounds, alongside their current engagement in language learning. The
profiles reveal shared characteristics such as age, retirement status, and
enrollment in Al-level Spanish courses at the CLA, while also highlighting their
unique educational and professional trajectories. These insights provide a solid
foundation for understanding the participants’ motivations and experiences
throughout the learning process. The three subjects in the analysis sample were
selected as participants in the Spanish courses offered by the CLA.

The three informants are retired women aged 70-71 with diverse professional
and educational backgrounds. Informants A and B hold degrees in architecture
and worked as architects, while Informant C has a degree in pharmacy and is
currently pursuing a bachelor’s in art history at the University of Florence. All

1SPK_1 - Ok. Going back to the course f/ou are currently taking, why did you choose Spanish?
SPK_2 - Well, I could have chosen English, but | have this feeling—I'm not sure if it's right or
wrong—that my brain has reached a saturation point with learning English; I've learned what |
needed to, and | can’t go further. Instead, | liked the idea of trying to study a language | had
never studied before, because it was new to me, and | thought that my brain would be more
receptive.

2 The indicators refer to the structure of the LifeComp model, which, for the sake of brevity, is
not included in this analysis. For further details, please refer to the full text of the model
available at the following link: https://joint-research-centre.ec.europa.eu/lifecomp_en.
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three studied French at different points in their lives; informants A and B for
personal or professional reasons, and Informant C for academic purposes.

Additionally, they all speak English and are currently enrolled in an Al-level
Spanish course at CLA. These profiles reveal a common predisposition towards
structured learning environments, likely influenced by their educational and
professional backgrounds. This predisposition aligns with the strong emphasis
on learning to learn competencies observed in the participants, as their prior
academic and professional experiences seem to have fostered a metacognitive
approach to learning.

The following section presents the results of the LifeComp indicators identified
inthe narratives. The participant profiles outlined above provide a foundation for
interpreting the data and understanding the trends in LifeComp awareness.

4. DISCUSSION OF THE DATA

Regarding the profiles of our informants, we observe that there aren’t
substantial idiosyncratic differences in the LifeComp indicators present among
the three interviewees. All informants demonstrate competence across the
three areas of the model, with a clear predominance of Learning to learn skills.
The figures illustrate this distribution, with the competencies organised in
groups of three, corresponding to the personal, social, and learning to learn
domains, as defined by the LifeComp framework.

The first figure (fig. 1) illustrates the relationships between the profiles of the
three informants and the performance of the competences based on the initial
interview results. In contrast, the second figure (fig. 2) highlights the data
gathered during the final interview, providing a comparative perspective on the
findings. These findings reflect the socio-familial characteristics of the subjects,
such as a high level of schooling, a professional life enabling an adequate
pension, and a supportive family context that allows time for self-development.
These attributes suggest a conscious, informed, and active ageing process.
Analysing the first indicators present in the interviews helps describe the
profiles of the informants and identify trends in LifeComp awareness before and
after the language course. Notably, students over 55 tend to emphasise more
positive aspects of the learning environment than younger students, as
supported by literature (Gomez Bedoya, 2008). Participants expressed high
appreciation for the lecturer, who fostered a relaxed and positive teaching
climate. Moreover, the presence of young students in the group, initially
perceived as a source of stress, was ultimately recognized as an enriching

1567



experience. Beyond individual differences, the core competencies remained
consistent across interviews, with peaks predominantly in Learning to learn
skills. Notable peaks also appeared in P1.1 (self-regulation), a key indicator of
active ageing. High self-regulation competence likely explains the participation
of these individuals in actions aimed at ageing care, such as foreign language
courses. This competence reflects a greater awareness of emotions, thoughts,
and behaviours, as well as the ability to manage them effectively, which
contributes to successful ageing. The prevalence of Learning to learn skills -
encompassing growth mindset, critical thinking, and managing learning — may
stem from the participants’ academic and cultural backgrounds, which foster a
metacognitive approach to learning. The profiles of the informants embody the
essence of lifelong learning.

Fig. 1: Relationship between the profiles of the three informants and evolution
of the indicators during the first interview. Edited by the authors.
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Examining the evolution of LifeComp indicators after the course, we note that
L2.1 (critical thinking) decreases in all final interviews. While unexpected, this
reduction might reflect increased confidence in the learning process, leading
participants to articulate competencies less explicitly. However, alternative
explanations, such as differences in interview focus or participant adaptation to
the context, cannot be excluded. This nuance underscores the importance of
further investigation to deepen our understanding of how learning experiences
shape the expression and awareness of competencies over time. The analysis
highlights consistent patterns in competencies and learning dynamics, offering
valuable insights into the transformative potential of language courses for active
ageing.
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Fig. 2: Relationship between the profiles of the three informants and evolution
of the indicators during the second interview. Edited by the authors.
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6. CONCLUSIONS

The findings confirm the initial hypothesis that foreign language learning fosters
a prototypical profile of active ageing, characterised by strong self-regulation
and learning-to-learn competencies. Participants benefited from a combination
of personalised teaching, cross-generational interaction, and a supportive
learning environment, which enhanced their cognitive and emotional well-
being. These factors collectively highlight the transformative potential of
language learning not only as an educational activity but as a tool for improving
quality of life and promoting lifelong engagement. While social competencies
were less prominent, the study underscores the broader potential of language
learning to foster inclusion, personal growth, and resilience in later life. Notably,
the presence of younger learners, initially perceived as a source of stress,
evolved into an enriching dynamic, suggesting that intergenerational interaction
within educational contexts deserves further exploration. As an exploratory
study with a small, context-specific sample, its findings are not broadly
generalizable. However, they provide a foundation for future research, which
should aim to expand the sample size, include participants from diverse cultural
and socioeconomic backgrounds, and adopt mixed-method approaches.
Incorporating longitudinal designs or assessing the long-term effects of
language learning on active ageing could further elucidate the enduring benefits
of such interventions. Additionally, integrating quantitative metrics alongside
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qualitative insights would enable a more nuanced understanding of the
relationship between language learning, competency development, and ageing
well.
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