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Samoocena aktywnosci i kondycji
fizycznej stuchaczy Lubelskiego
Uniwersytetu Trzeciego Wieku

w Lublinie

Streszczenie

Wstep. Wzrastajaca liczba osob starszych determinuje
koniecznos¢ aktywizowania ich spotecznie i ruchowo, aby
jak najdtuzej mogli by¢ sprawni. Nalezy zbada¢ czy ta gru-
pa spoteczna prowadzi zdrowy styl zycia. Jednym z jego
determinantéw bedzie aktywnos¢ fizyczna, ktora wptywa
na utrzymanie dobrej kondycji fizycznej i psychiczne;.

Cel. Celem pracy bylo przedstawienie poziomu aktywno-
$ci fizycznej shuchaczy Lubelskiego Uniwersytetu Trzeciego
Wieku w ich samoocenie.

Material i metody. Badanie przeprowadzono w Lubel-
skim Uniwersytecie Trzeciego Wieku na grupie 85 0sob
powyzej 55 roku zycia. Stuchaczy uniwersytetu badano przy
pomocy kwestionariusza ankiety.

Wyniki. Wigkszos¢ stuchaczy Lubelskiego Uniwersyte-
tu Trzeciego Wieku jest aktywna fizycznie. Okoto 50% ba-
danych ¢wiczy na zajgciach oferowanych przez uniwersytet,
wsrod osob aktywnych 80% ¢wiczy takze w domu. Najcze-
Sciej podejmowang formg aktywnosci fizycznej sa zespoly
gimnastyczne (31%). Wykazano réwniez, ze wiek moze mie¢
wplyw na ocen¢ wiasnego zdrowia. Najliczniejsza grupe
(40%) oceniajaca je jako dobre stanowili stuchacze w wieku
55-64 lat. Pomimo tego, to najstarsza grupa wickowa (75-84
lata) jest najbardziej zadowolona ze swojej kondycji fizyczne;.

Whioski. Stuchacze Lubelskiego Uniwersytetu Medycz-
nego sg aktywni fizycznie. Swoja kondycj¢ moga uspraw-
nia¢ dzigki bogatej ofercie uniwersytetu, ktory stanowi $ro-
dowisko wspierajace zdrowie, pomocne w ksztaltowaniu
postaw prozdrowotnych

Stowa Kkluczowe: osoby starsze, stuchacze, Uniwersytet
Trzeciego Wieku, aktywno$¢ fizyczna.

Physical activity

and physical fitness

of the Lubelski Third Age Univeristy
students in their opinion

Abstract

Introduction. The increasing number of older people de-
termines the necessity to activate them socially and physi-
cally. Research should be carried out to find if this particular
social group leads a healthy lifestyle. Physical activity is one
of its determinants and it influences maintaining good physi-
cal and psychical form.

Aim. The aim of this survey was to present subjective
physical activity level of the students of the Third Age Uni-
versity in Lublin.

Material and methods. The study was conducted at the
Third Age University in Lublin among 85 students aged
above 55 years. The students were examined with a ques-
tionnaire.

Results. Most of the students of the Lubelski Third Age
University are active people. Fifty per cent of respondents
exercise at university classes. Among active people, 80%
exercise also at home. Mostly preferred form of activity
is gymnastics (31%). It was also indicated that age can
influence the opinion about personal health state. The big-
gest group of respondent (40%) evaluating it as good were
55-64 year-old students. However, the oldest age group
(75-84 years old) is most satisfied of their physical form.

Conclusions. The students of the Lubelski Third Age
University are physically active. The students can maintain
their fitness thanks to a wide offer of the university, which
is the health-favoring environment and which can help with
learning pro-health habits.

Keywords: older people, students, Third Age University,
physical activity.

Department of Public Health, II Faculty of Medicine with English Division, Medical University of Lublin, Poland

© Zdr Publ 2013;123(1)



Zdr Publ 2013;123(1)

INTRODUCTION

Due to the progress of civilization, there has been a mush-
room growth of medicine along with new technologies, di-
agnostics, rehabilitation as well as medical equipment and
medicines. Prevention, hitherto treated by healthcare mar-
ginally, has also grown in importance. Emphasis on taking
up preventive measures is in large measure determined by
changes in demographic structure of population. Scientific
development entails numerous benefits, including the in-
crease of life expectancy. Although this process seems to be
positive from the point of view of an individual, the ongo-
ing ageing of society is an unsettling phenomenon, taking
into consideration a dearth of specialists (that is gerontolo-
gists and geriatricians). According to that, social stimula-
tion of the elders (as well as those who have not yet reached
retirement age) has become an important issue. Prolonga-
tion of human life expectancy renders the process of ageing
dynamic and progressive. Specialists’ predictions indicate
that the number of people over sixty-year-old has increased
by 70 million during 1995-2050. It gives nearly 100% more
seniors (from 186 to 326 in 1000 persons) [1].The pace of
transformations is quick — human lifespan has risen by 15
years for men and 18 years for women in comparison to the
fifties of the 20th century. According to GUS' , the average
men’s longevity in 2008 came to 71.3 and women’s to 8§0.
It is the highest life expectancy discrepancy in Europe [2].
The progressing ageing of population has a substantial im-
pact on the way socio-economic reality functions in a given
society. For instance, it creates necessity for the government
to maintain increasingly higher number of citizens, who, be-
cause of being beyond retirement age, are not able to gener-
ate notable economic benefits. Healthcare, also encumbered
with costs, becomes unwieldy when faced with the raising
number of elderly people. Because of the dominance of cost-
ly defensive medicine in Polish healthcare, improvement of
the quality of seniors’ life is necessary for them to easily and
independently function in society. According to CBOS?, ma-
jority of taxpayers notices the problem of generating high
costs connected with healthcare by senior citizens (Figurel).

Do you think that elderly people are burden to society, because:
They do not work at all or efficiently enough and
dont't contribute to the economic growth of the 57% 32% 11%
country
They pay lower premiums for their healt insurance
than those who work Bk e §%
They have various priviledges (lower fares in municipal
transportation), for which other taxpayers pay B & *
There are dependent on other people 79% 16% 5%
Their treatment incures higher costs because they get
. . 94% 6% 0%
sick mofe often and more seriously
Yes No Difficult to say

FIGURE 1. Respondents’ opinion on seniors being a burden for society.

[source: CBOS, 2009]
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As reported by respondents, it is expenditure on medical
treatment of seniors that is the main cause for them being
perceived as a burden for society. A substantial proportion
(79%) of respondents also indicates lack of self-reliance
(mentioned above) of this social group. This fact emphasizes
the salience of early prophylaxis as well as health education,
thus avoiding suppression of social, physical and mental de-
velopment. At this point, it should be stressed that merely
9% of the polled regards the elderly as a burden [3]. In the
last years, the image of a Polish senior has undergone a trans-
formation. Society begins to realize that achieving so-called
“third age” may be connected with many benefits. First and
foremost, elderly people have more free time that they can
devote to their families (e.g. taking care of grandchildren) or
local community (social activity) and they have wide knowl-
edge and life experience that they can share with others.
One of the priorities of The International Plan of Action on
Ageing is to perceive seniors as a genuine national treasure.
Others discuss the need to provide enhancement in the stand-
ard of living to everyone and the necessity for elderly peo-
ple to take an active part in social life [4]. A modern senior
should not be rejected or shunt on to the sidelines but be
thoroughly active. This is why high quality of seniors’ life
should be taken care of with particular attention as one
of the main course of action of healthcare.

Quality of life is a complex issue since it is determined by
many diverse factors and, what is more, is often perceived
from a subjective viewpoint. As far as the elderly are con-
cerned, the quality of life consists of good health, independ-
ence, financial security and relationships. It all can be pro-
vided by broadly defined personal development guaranteed
by the University of the Third Age throughout the world.

The first University of the Third Age was founded on
the initiative of a French professor of international law
— PierreVellas. His work, originally oriented at local com-
munity co-operation, was strictly connected with the func-
tioning of the University of the Third Age in Toulouse. For
some time it was called International Association of Uni-
versities of the Third Age (I’AssociationInternationale des
Universiti¢ du TroismiémeAge — AIUTA) [5]. The central
idea of Universities of the Third Age (hereafter referred to
as U3 A or the universities) is a broadly defined adaptation of
elderly people to living in society. The founder of the initia-
tive assumed that the primary task of his activity would be
comprehensive education of seniors, the intention of which
is to boost psycho-physical condition with the emphasis on
intellectual development. It is to be reflected in daily life by
alternation in the way seniors are perceived, i.e., a transition
from a stereotypical (feeble, useless) image of an old person
to a person fully aware of his/her capabilities, who cannot be
excluded from active participation in the life of a community
because of his/her age. Consequently, “an old person” is no
longer a synonym for “socially inactive”; it is quite the op-
posite — such a person becomes healthier, mobile and better
educated. U3A’s work is now widely spread. In France alone,
there are many organizations of similar profile, inter alia

''GUS — stands for Gtowny Urzad Statystyczny — Polish equivalent to Central Statistical Office
2 CBOS - stands for Centrum Badania Opinii Spotecznej — Polish equivalent to Public Opinion Research Centre
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the French Association of Universities of All Ages, founded
in 1980. These institutions were called universities of free
time or universities of all ages, which, just like U3A, act
in the area of the universities [6]. Presently in Poland, there
are 110 such universities. The organs that U3A consists of
may be universities, local authorities, associations and com-
munity centers; institutions are financed by membership fees,
local government and cultural institutions grant. Responsi-
bilities of a given university towards its listeners are stipulat-
ed in its statute. The scope of activity is extremely wide — not
only does it involve mental development (lectures, foreign
languages learning, computer workshops, reading, debating
and literary clubs) but also puts emphasis on promoting and
living healthy lifestyle (hiking and gym sections, rehabilita-
tion, art therapy, music therapy) [7]. Participation in classes
conducted by the universities is voluntary and the members
are called auditors rather than students (they do not have stu-
dent record books and do not take exams).There is also no
existing criteria specifying the exact age of a person willing
to attend U3A. It can be a person in pre-retirement age as
well as a pensioner. U3A enables self-realization on many
different levels. It is possible due to a wide profile of the
actions taken. As it was mentioned before, the goal of U3A
of overriding importance is strengthening of seniors’ intel-
lectual potential. This initiative is realized through so called
education on ageing, which main assumption is consider-
ing the last phase of life as convenient for further develop-
ment. One may say that old persons can get the most out of
their remaining years. The means of education at the uni-
versities is touching upon different subject matters presented
in a form of lectures (therein medicine). Apart from lectures,
U3A provide all kinds of courses and workshops. Some of
them enable acquisition of new skills like computer literacy
or foreign languages. The initiative in creating a society in-
tegrated on the basis of possibilities that the apt usage of the
Internet brings has been taken already in 2005. The elderly,
not able to keep up with the pace of the progress of science
and technology, became one of the target groups [8]. Com-
puter literacy and, what follows from that, the ability to use
the Internet, facilitates looking for information on various
subjects, inter alia health matters, which promotes maintain-
ing health habits.

AIM

The aim of this study was to present the activity of the
Third Age Universities and to examine an academia of stu-
dents in Lubelski Third Age University in respect of their
physical activity in and outside the university. Examination
of the physical activity level was based on the subjective
opinion of the responders.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

The study involved 90 older people who were participat-
ing in Lubelski Third University lectures. Restoration was
at about 94% (85 questionnaires). The respondents were di-
vided on three age groups: 55-64, 65-74 and 75-84 year old;
whereof the biggest was the middle one (44% of examined).
There was nobody with basic and secondary education in the
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research group. Most students (65%) had higher education.
The survey involved 75 retirees (88%).

The examination method used in this study was a di-
agnostic poll, which can show the subjective opinions of
the chosen population. To analyze those there was used a
questionnaire made with basic rules of construction. The
questionnaire contained 31 questions, therein seven in the
demographic part (questions about age, sex, material status,
living place, education, place of employment and profession)
and 24 questions in the subject of survey part, which espe-
cially concerned: participation of the Lubleski Third Age
University students in activity classes offered by this in-
stitution, own initiatives for physical activity and personal
opinion about their health. The questionnaire contained five
open, six half-closed and 20 closed questions (therein two
with multiple choice). There were seven more questions
from standardized questionnaire (International Question-
naire of Physical Activity) attached to major survey. It speci-
fied how many days weekly the students of Lubelski Third
Age University (also those who work) commit their time
to exercise.

RESULTS

In this study there was examined the level of physical ac-
tivity presented by students of University of the Third Age in
Lublin (hereinafter called U3AL), which has a wide educa-
tional and motivational offer. The university was established
on the initiative of professor Halina Szwarc on the grounds of
the official resolution that U3AL is to function as the Coun-
cil of Free Polish University in Lublin’s agenda. A board
meeting of the Council of Free Polish University in Lublin
(FPU) took place on 18th of September 1985. By the end of
the month (30th of September 1985) the President of Marie
Curie-Sktodowska University inaugurated academic year for
the first time [9]. U3AL, as well as other regional branches,
favor broadly defined activation of seniors. Educational ac-
tivities are realized in co-operation with local universities,
i.e. Medical University of Lublin (MU), Maria Sklodowska-
Curie University (MCSU) and Catholic University of Lublin
(CUL). Theoretical lectures on health, including anatomy,
physiology, the latest medical achievements and geriatric
prophylaxis, are given by MU staff (various consultants).
Subjects of arts, law and economy are brought up as a part of
the lectures. Lectures on nature, on the other hand, touch upon
geo-biological aspects. Foreign languages classes offered by
U3AL (English, French, Italian and German) help overcome
cultural barriers. Members’ mental potential is augmented by
participation in varied interest classes like art, history of art,
history, radio and literature, psychology or gardening. Apart
from this, seniors can develop their abilities in the chorus and
art club as well as three-grade computer courses. From the
point of view of public health, U3AL plays an important role
in shaping behavior patterns related to healthy lifestyle and
creates opportunity to influence one’s own health. It happens
not only by means of theoretical knowledge but also thanks
to sport clubs: dance club (dance lessons and parties), exer-
cise with music club (exercises focused on improving mo-
tor skills and memory), gym classes (overall enhancement
offitness and stamina) and swimming club (swimming lessons
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and aqua gymnastics) [10]. It is commonly known that
exercising, in great measure, determines the quality of life.
Functional performance drops by 2% among people physi-
cally active and by 10% among those who live a passive life.
Research proves that U3AL members are physically active.
Although not everybody attends U3A (50%), it is additional
activity for most respondents. The results show that more
than 80% of U3AL members go in for sports outside of the
university (Figure 2).

Physical acitvity among U3AL members

InU3AL 50% 50%

Ouside the U3AL 80% 20%

Yes mNo

FIGURE 2. Physical activity among U3AL.

It means that socially active senior wants to take care
of his own physical form. Of course, the mobility of older
person is conditioned by their health state. It is commonly
known that aging person is more exposed on diseases. That
is why age will have influence to personal opinion about
health state and physical condition. Most students (in all
age groups) of Third Age University in Lublin evaluate their
health state as average (Figure 3). Nevertheless, a notable
part of respondents indicates that it is good. In this group
the biggest population was seniors 55-64 years old (40%),
the less small — 74-85 years old 31%).

Opinion on health state

75-84 years old 31% 69% l

65-74 years old 37% 63%

55-64 years old 40% 54% I

Good Average mBad

FIGURE 3. Opinion on health state.

Similar dependence was observed in survey conducted
in Great Britain in 1991, which involved 626 people in age
above 55 and 138 people above 75 year of life. In the first
group 78% of respondents answered that their physical con-
dition is good and very good; while 36% who represent the
other group pointed on will (necessity) to improve their
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health state [11]. Despite that health is often the barrier
in taking physical activity (12% seniors from non-active
group pointed it as a direct cause), majority is satisfied with
their health form where people aged 74-85 years consist here
77% (Figure 4).

Satisfaction of physical form
75-84 years old 77% 21%
65-74 years old 71% 33%
55-64 years old 54% 46%
Yes = No

FIGURE 4. Satisfaction with health condition.

As it was mentioned, the students of Lubelski Third
Age University can improve their physical form in several
exercise classes (Figure 5). Most likely seniors take Tai Chi
classes and tourist group (16%). Least popular were the
dancing classes (12%).

Prefered forms of physical activity classes in Lubelski Third Age University

Dance classes 6%
Music motion classes 12%
Tourist group 16%
Tai Chi 16%
Swimming 19%
Gymnastics 31%

Physical acitve students

FIGURE 5. Preferred forms of physical activity classes in Lubelski
Third Age University.

CONCLUSIONS

1. The activity of U3A as a social activity and health-favor-
ing environment cooperates with changes in population
life structure. It must be taken for consideration to de-
velop the activity of universities and increase the number
of willing to study. For example, the number of students
of Third Age University in Lublin increased fivefold
(from 200 to 1000) during 20 years (1985-2005) [12].

2. The students of Third Age University in Lublin are physi-
cally active people and part of them is exercising either
in and out of the institution.

3. Age can have some influence on a health state opinion
because the group aged 75-84 years was the smallest who
judged it as good.

4. Most of examined students are satisfied with their physi-
cal form, mostly shaped at gymnastics classes.
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