CHAPTER 5

LIFELONG PERSONAL GROWTH

“The beautiful thing about learning is that
no one can take it away from you.”
— B.B. King
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Y tudying and learning new things is something that |
S love. When I was a student (I still remember that), I
—i_) thought studying would be the best job you could get
if only they paid for it. Unfortunately, I had to pay them for
learning, and I was planning to raise a family. 1 then
contemplated staying in the university as a lecturer and
combining my desire to study with paid work. That was a
serious consideration, but ultimately, other dreams (like, for
instance, working in various places in the world) took over and

were decisive.

What is it about learning that I find so appealing? The sense of
accomplishment comes with mastering a new subject. To truly
understand and excel in a field, you must plan, establish a
routine, and dedicate daily time to acquiring knowledge. You
must practice, evaluate your progress, take tests, and engage
in various activities to make your learning journey
worthwhile.

Today, 1 study languages, which is my favorite pastime.
Studying a language takes me about three hours every day. It
keeps my memory sharp, allows me to express myself
differently, enables me to listen to podcasts, read books, and
watch movies in another language, and allows me to meet
other students and foreign tutors online. Studying ticks all the
boxes on my retirement form. Without this activity, my

retirement life would look very different.

Having a structured studying routine is precisely what we need

in retirement. It keeps us engaged positively, ensuring that our
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minds remain active and our days are purposeful.

What would you like to study? Think about what subject you
enjoyed most at school. Was it maths, English language,
chemistry, history, or arts? Or perhaps something totally
outside the school program? Why not enroll in a course to
study that subject again, after so many years, now that you are
not under pressure to pass exams? Would it not be nice to go
to school twice a week to study again, for pleasure, to meet
people, to refresh your knowledge, and, most importantly, to

keep your mind busy positively?

Consider what you could do, find out what courses are offered
in your area, and see if you can attend them. If you’re unsure
what interests you, try participating in any course that is close
to your interests. For instance, you could explore art history,
learn a new language, or delve into digital photography. The
world of learning is vast and exciting, and there's always
something new to discover. You may find your new passion.

You will never know without trying.

This chapter is essential. It examines how we can grow our

knowledge and expand our horizons.

Language Learning with Mobile Apps

In a sunlit café, I overheard a conversation between two
friends. They spoke animatedly, switching seamlessly between
English and French; their joy was palpable as they recounted

tales of recent travels. This scene stayed with me, a vivid
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reminder of the power and beauty of language. Learning a new
language in retirement 1s not just a task but a gateway to richer
experiences and a sharper mind. It opens doors to cultural
immersion, allowing you to engage with the world more
deeply. Studies suggest that language learning enhances
memory and problem-solving abilities, reducing the risk of
cognitive decline. It is not just about words; it's about opening
a dialogue with the world, keeping your mind agile and your

spirit adventurous.

As you embark on your linguistic adventure, you'll find
various apps designed to make the learning process engaging
and enjoyable. For instance, Duolingo offers gamified lessons
across nearly 40 languages, allowing you to progress at your
own pace. Each lesson feels like a game, challenging you to
level up your skills while having fun. Memrise combines
vocabulary building with multimedia, using images and videos
to reinforce new words in your memory. It transforms
vocabulary drills into a lively and interactive experience.
Busuu provides a community-based approach, connecting you
with language learners worldwide. This app offers real-world
practice through conversations with native speakers, providing
insights into cultural nuances and colloquialisms. These tools
cater to different learning styles, ensuring you find the one that
resonates with you and keeps you motivated on your language

learning journey.

Incorporating language practice into your daily routine need
not feel like a chore. Instead, it can become a natural part of

your life. Consider using language apps during daily
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commutes, turning travel time into productive learning
sessions. If you have a few spare minutes, practice vocabulary
with flashcards. These quick sessions can be conducted
anywhere, whether you're waiting for an appointment or
taking a break for coffee. The key is consistency; short, regular
practice sessions help reinforce new words and phrases,
making them easier to recall. By weaving language learning
into your everyday activities, you create a seamless and
enjoyable process that enhances retention and builds

confidence.

The stories of retirees who have embraced language learning
are inspiring and encouraging. Take, for example, Helen, who
took up Spanish to connect with her grandchildren and their
love for Latin music. Her newfound language skills
transformed family gatherings, enabling richer conversations
and more shared experiences. Then there's Robert, whose
proficiency in Italian brought a new dimension to his travels.
His ability to converse with locals turned a simple trip into a
cultural immersion, enriching his understanding of the places
he visited. These narratives highlight the personal growth and
enriched relationships that language learning can foster,

offering a testament to the transformative power of words.

Finally, take me, the author of this book, who learned the Thai
language at retirement age. After completing my Thai course,
I spent one month in Thailand to practice speaking Thai. I now
talk to my Thai friends online, read articles about Thailand in
Thai, and listen to Thai podcasts. It is gratifying to use a

language that employs a distinct script.
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Your Language Learning Goals

If you want to start learning a new language, especially your
first foreign language, consider Spanish or Italian. From my
experience, these languages are not too difficult for English-
speaking people. Learning in a classroom with other students
of different ages and working on it at home will be a delightful

experience.

Consider setting a personal goal for language learning. Choose
a language that interests you and identify the resources you'll
use, such as apps or local classes. Create a simple plan that
includes daily practice through an app, conversation practice,
or watching foreign films. Track your progress and celebrate
milestones, like understanding a song or holding a basic
conversation. This exercise helps you stay focused and
motivated, ensuring your language-learning journey is
rewarding and enjoyable. Achieving these milestones will fill
you with pride and keep you motivated on your language-

learning journey.

Workshops at Local Libraries

Libraries are indeed one of humanity's greatest ideas. I love
visiting my local library whenever I'm nearby to browse, pick
up a magazine, see what’s new on the “New Items” shelves, or
check the local events advertised on the information board.
The atmosphere inside a library is serene, filled with the quiet

rustle of turning pages and the soft murmur of conversation.

74



When you enter a library, you step into another world—an
inviting world, offering a respite from the hustle and bustle of
the street, the heat of a summer day, or the cold wind of a
winter day. That special feeling can only be experienced once

you walk through the doors of a library.

Libraries today are far more than just repositories for books;
they are vital hubs of learning and community engagement.
They offer a wealth of educational resources to stimulate the
mind and spirit. With diverse workshops and seminars,
libraries offer hands-on learning experiences that cater to a
wide range of interests. Library libraries are a treasure trove of
opportunities, from creative writing sessions that unleash your
storytelling potential to book clubs that open the door to
stimulating discussions. Digital literacy classes can help you
navigate the complexities of modern technology, improving
your tech skills and boosting your confidence in an
increasingly digital world. If you're drawn to artistic
expression, art and craft workshops provide a space to explore
your creativity through various mediums, including painting,
knitting, and sculpture. These workshops are more than just
classes; they serve as gateways to personal growth, skill

development, and meaningful social interaction.

Participating in library workshops can significantly enrich
your social life. As you engage in these activities, you
naturally connect with like-minded individuals, fostering a
sense of community and a deeper sense of belonging.
Networking becomes an organic process as you meet people

who share your interests and aspirations. Collaborative
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projects and group discussions often arise from these
connections, further enhancing the experience. Whether you're
writing a short story with fellow writers or working on a
community art piece, these interactions create a supportive
environment where ideas are exchanged and friendships are
formed. The social benefits extend beyond the workshop, as
these newfound connections often lead to lasting relationships
and shared experiences outside the library walls. Attending
workshops also provides a sense of accomplishment and
purpose as you contribute to group projects and see your

efforts come to fruition.

Beyond workshops, libraries offer a multitude of resources
that support lifelong learning. Their extensive collections of
online databases and e-books provide access to a wealth of
information at your fingertips. Whether researching a topic of
interest or diving into a new hobby, these resources are
invaluable. Participation in lecture series and author talks
brings another dimension to your learning experience. These
events offer insights from experts and renowned authors,
inspiring and deepening your understanding of various
subjects. These resources allow you to explore new ideas and
perspectives, broadening your horizons and enriching your
intellectual life. Libraries also offer quiet spaces for reading
and reflection, where you can immerse yourself in a book or
ponder new ideas. This combination of resources and
opportunities makes libraries a cornerstone of lifelong
learning, supporting your quest for knowledge and personal
growth.
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Explore Your Library

Consider creating a checklist of library resources and
workshops that interest you. List any creative writing sessions,
book clubs, or tech classes you want to explore. Include arts
and crafts workshops that catch your eye. Use this checklist to
plan your visits, ensuring you make the most of what your
library has to offer. This exercise helps you stay organized and
maximize your library experience, providing a structured

approach to your lifelong learning journey.

Online Courses Tailored for Seniors

The present era is truly remarkable for various reasons. One of
the most significant aspects is that we have access to the
world's knowledge at our fingertips, available anywhere and at
any time. Although we often take it for granted, it is essential
to recognize the extraordinary nature of this. I take full
advantage of it when I take online classes in my new language,

which is Brazilian Portuguese.

Online learning provides a flexible and accessible way to
explore new topics, making it ideal for seniors who wish to
continue their education on their own terms. With self-paced
courses, you can learn at your own pace, free from the
constraints of a traditional classroom. This flexibility allows
you to balance learning with other retirement activities,
ensuring you engage with the material at a pace that

complements your lifestyle. The vast array of subjects
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available means there’s something for everyone, whether your
interests lie in digital photography, philosophy, or even history.
This approach to learning caters to diverse interests, providing
a platform where you can explore new passions or deepen

existing knowledge.

Several platforms are designed to offer senior-friendly
courses, making online education both accessible and
engaging. Coursera and edX are platforms that provide a wide
range of courses from institutions worldwide. These platforms
cover subjects from the humanities to the sciences, allowing
you to choose courses that align with your interests. The Great
Courses, another excellent option, focuses on lecture-based
learning, offering detailed insights into various topics. These
courses are designed with the learner in mind, ensuring the
material is both challenging and rewarding. Senior Planet, on
the other hand, specializes in tech and lifestyle courses,
helping seniors navigate the digital world with confidence.
These platforms ensure you access quality education tailored

to your needs and preferences.

Participating in online courses often includes joining vibrant
learning communities. These courses often provide forums
and groups for students to interact with their peers, share
experiences, and discuss course material. Engaging in course-
specific discussion boards enables you to ask questions and
gain diverse perspectives from fellow learners, thereby
enriching your understanding of the subject. Virtual study
groups offer a collaborative space for working on projects or

preparing for assessments. Webinars, another online learning
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component, offer real-time interaction with instructors and
peers, creating a dynamic and engaging educational
experience. These communities foster a sense of belonging
and support, making learning a shared journey that extends

beyond individual study.

Many retirees have found great success and satisfaction
through online education, discovering new skills and interests.
Consider the story of a retiree who embraced digital
photography through an online course. Initially unsure of her
technical abilities, she soon mastered capturing stunning
images, transforming a hobby into a passion. Her newfound
skills enriched her creative life and opened doors to new social
connections as she shared her work online. Another retiree
delved into history and philosophy, subjects he had always
been curious about. Through courses on platforms like
Coursera, he explored ancient civilizations and existential
thought, finding joy in learning and a renewed appreciation for
the past. These stories highlight the transformative power of
online courses, showing how they can lead to personal growth

and a deeper understanding of the world.

Explore the Courses Suitable to You

Take some time to explore online learning platforms. Identify
a subject or skill you’ve been curious about and search for
relevant courses on websites like Coursera, edX, or The Great
Courses. Consider enrolling in a course that piques your
interest and plan to participate in discussion forums or study

groups. This exercise encourages you to take the first step
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toward expanding your knowledge and engaging with a
community of learners, adding a new dimension to your

retirement.

Reflective Journaling for Self-Discovery

In the quiet of your favorite chair, pen in hand, you find a space
where thoughts flow freely. This is the beauty of reflective
journaling—a practice that invites you to examine your
personal experiences and emotions with an open heart.
Journaling acts as a mirror, reflecting the nuances of your life
and revealing insights that might otherwise go unnoticed. By
putting your thoughts on paper, you create a dialogue with
yourself, exploring the depths of your feelings and the events
that shape who you are. This process fosters self-awareness,
helping you understand your reactions and motivations. It's a
time to set and evaluate personal goals, dream of what you
hope to achieve, and acknowledge the lessons learned.
Through journaling, you gain clarity by identifying patterns in
your behavior and thoughts that can lead to personal growth

and a deeper understanding of yourself.

To guide you on this reflective journey, consider prompts that
encourage deeper self-exploration. Reflect on significant life
events, those moments that have left a lasting impact. What
lessons did they teach you? Reflect on your dreams and
aspirations for the future, envisioning the life you aspire to
lead. Explore your values and how they influence your

choices. These prompts are not just questions but invitations
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to delve into the core of your being to uncover truths that may
surprise and enlighten you. They serve as starting points,
pathways into the rich landscape of your inner world. By
engaging with these prompts regularly, you create a habit of
reflection that enriches your life, fostering a sense of purpose

and direction.

The mental health benefits of journaling are profound. Regular
expressive writing has been shown to reduce stress, offering a
release valve for emotions that might otherwise remain bottled
up. As you write, you gain perspective on challenges, seeing
them from different angles and understanding them in new
ways. This process can lead to breakthroughs, moments of
clarity where solutions become apparent. Journaling enhances
emotional well-being by providing a safe space to process
thoughts and feelings without judgment. It fosters resilience,
enabling you to navigate life's ups and downs with ease. You
build a toolkit for emotional health through journaling,
equipping yourself with coping strategies for stress and

uncertainty.

Consider the stories of individuals who have experienced
personal transformation through journaling. For instance,
Alice began journaling during a transition period. Regular
practice increased her self-confidence as she discovered
strengths she hadn't previously recognized. She found
resilience in her written words, a source of encouragement
during challenging times. Or consider Tom, who discovered
new passions and interests through his journal. By writing

about his daily experiences and reflections, he identified
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patterns and themes that guided him toward new hobbies and
pursuits. These narratives demonstrate the transformative
power of journaling to foster growth and self-discovery,

serving as a testament to its enduring value.

You craft a unique narrative in the quiet moments spent with
your journal. Each entry is a snapshot of your life, a record of
your thoughts and dreams. As you engage in this practice, you
build a bridge to your inner self, navigating the complexities
of your mind and heart. Through journaling, you connect with
who you are and who you wish to become, setting the stage
for a more intentional and fulfilling life. As you turn the page,
consider how this practice of reflection can enrich your days,

offering insights and clarity that propel you forward.
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