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commonalities as scientists,” the maga-
zine’s 75th anniversary presents an op-
portunity to reflect on the contributions 
that women have made during the life-
time of the publication and in the disci-
pline it covers.

Perhaps a starting point could be to 
observe that the only mentions of 
“women” or “girls” in the article are lit-
erally in small print in two of the figures: 
the 1992 ad for Hubble Postdoctoral Fel-
lowships and the word clouds.
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Expand STEM 
 education for older 
adults
T he US would greatly benefit from 

expanding educational opportuni-
ties in STEM (science, technology, 

engineering, and mathematics) for peo-
ple of age 60 and up. By 2060 about 30% 
of the US population will be above the 
age of 60—and the percentage of adults 
between 18 and 64 will have declined.1
That raises questions about how society 
can sustain the workforce and current 
retirement systems. People of age 60 and 
up could be a resource, on either a paid 
or volunteer basis, that counterbalances 
the increasing shortage of younger peo-
ple in the labor force. But to do that, we 
will need to place more emphasis on 
teaching and training for older adults.2

Older adults in the US who partici-
pate in formal educational offerings 
can choose from formats and programs 
at various types of places, including 
higher- education institutions, religious 
institutions, community organizations, 
nonprofit groups, and self-organized 
initiatives. 

Studies have shown that learning at 
older ages has a positive impact on phys-
ical health, self-confidence, social inclu-
sion, independence, and cognitive abil-
ity.3 In addition, STEM education could 
help older adults keep up to date with 
technological and scientific advance-
ments. That is important not only be-
cause society needs older adults to con-
tinue participating in the workforce after 
retirement, but also because studies have 
shown that older adults score lower on 
science knowledge tests than younger 
generations. Meanwhile, science mis-
information—and its potential to mislead 
voters—has only continued to spread. 
Given that older generations are more 
likely to vote, society would benefit from 
older generations having more STEM 
education.4

Policymakers and researchers need to 
pay more attention to the topic of partic-
ipation, educational behaviors, and in-
terests of older adults in education. The 
little existing research indicates that mul-
tiple factors, such as social class and 
gender, affect the likelihood of whether 
adults take part in lifelong learning in 
older age. Initial studies suggest that 
older adults participating in education 
tend to be white people with financial 
security.5 It is important to expand op-
portunities for population groups that 
are underrepresented for reasons be-
yond the individuals’ control.

Recently we conducted a dedicated 
interdisciplinary workshop on STEM ed-
ucation for ages 60 and up. The event 

brought together experts and decision- 
makers from different disciplines (https://
indico.phys.hawaii.edu/e/stem60plus). 
Based on the discussions, we suggest the 
following action items:

• Increase research efforts focused on 
implementing lifelong STEM education 
effectively and develop tailored pro-
grams for different population groups.

• Expand STEM education programs 
for older generations.

• Make lifelong-learning opportu-
nities widely accessible, especially to 
groups with low prior educational 
attainment.

The member societies of the Ameri-
can Institute of Physics can play a crucial 
role in facilitating discussion with politi-
cians and the other STEM disciplines 
about investing resources into educating 
older adults.
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Correction
September 2023, page 20—The original 
story misstated the name of cryogen-free 
instrument manufacturer Bluefors. PT
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