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1978. Would anyone sign up, [ wondered? Why

would 18-year-old students be interested in ag-
ing? | marched into the classroom and laid out my
notes that August day, perspiring from nervous-
ness as much as from the heat. I couldn’t help but
notice the tall, broad-shouldered guy sitting in the
front row. His name, I learned when 1 called the
roll, was Kirby Criswell, an Iowa farm boy trans-
planted to Kansas to play football. Oh, great luck,
I thought, echoing the prejudice college professors
sometimes hold against football players. To my
surprise, Kirby earned a gentlemanly C+ as well as
my abiding affection and respect. I hope his life is
going well. He not only laid to rest my stereotype
of football players but also taught me why my
Social Gerontology classes have filled every se-
mester that 1 have taught them.

Kirby wrote his required paper on grandparent-
ing, a topic that interested him because of his close
relationship to his own grandmother. Much as he
loved her, he also witnessed the tensions that arose
when she moved in with his parents, into his
brother’s old bedroom. Aging interested Kirby,
like it does most students, because it is so close to
their own lives. Of course, most college students
are not yet worried about growing old themselves.
But all young people are members of families, and
the dilemmas their parents and grandparents face
affect them too. So, it’s natural that they are drawn
to the subject. Then too, an increasing number of
students these days are returning to school after
having worked full-time for many years and raised
families. These older students have an immediate
interest in the topic of aging. The challenge for
the instructor is to demonstrate how these per-
sonal concerns are linked to larger structural is-
sues, such as how, for example, familial care of the
frail elderly is influenced by population aging and

I taught my first course in Social Gerontology in

by political decisions about the just distribution of
societal resources. It was my interest in demon-
strating to students how the subject matter of their
lives is shaped by larger societal forces that led me
to write this text.

Organization

This text is divided into five parts and seventeen
chapters, plus an appendix. The chapters in Part 1
(Defining the Field) provide the student with a firm
grounding in core methodological and theoretical
issues and document key trends in population
aging. Part 2 (Interdisciplinary Perspectives on
Aging) reflects the fact that social gerontology is an
inherently interdisciplinary field. It provides a de-
tailed look at the contributions of history, biology
and psychology to the study of aging.

Part 3 (Changes in Social Roles and Relation-
ships) examines the changes in social roles and re-
lationships that occur as people move through the
life course. Although everyone experiences the bi-
ological and psychological changes that are inher-
ent in the aging process, the nature of that experi-
ence varies enormously from person to person. The
chapters in Part 4 (Social Aspects of Individual
Aging) explore the social forces that influence the
individual aging experience. Part 5 (Aging and
Society) examines aspects of aging at the societal
level. The three chapters in this section discuss the
economic and political aspects of aging. Finally,
the appendix introduces students to career oppor-
tunities in social gerontology.

Special Features

This book includes all the topics typically covered
in a social gerontology text and contains three dis-
tinctive chapters. One of these is a separate chapter
on the life course (Chapter 8, Adult Development
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and Life Course Transitions). | include this topic
because of the growing emphasis in the field of so-
cial gerontology on the relationship between the
quality of life in old age and an individual’s cumula-
tive experiences, choices, constraints, and opportu-
nities over the life course. Indeed, members of the
Section on Aging of the American Sociological
Association recently voted to change the section
name to Aging and the Life Course.

Another distinctive chapter focuses on the
long-term care of the frail elderly (Chapter 13,
Caring for the Frail Elderly). There is now a sub-
stantial body of research on this subject, which
examines the burdens and satisfactions family
members experience in caring for their aging kin,
the problems associated with nursing home care,
and the advantages and disadvantages of various
alternative living arrangements. This chapter
provides a complete portrait of the range of long-
term care options and of the policy choices facing
an aging society. It also includes the fascinating
qualitative research on daily life in nursing homes
that students find so interesting.

Each semester that [ have taught this course, |
have found that students were confused by the
vast array of social programs for income support,
health care, social services, and long-term care in
the United States. Most texts scatter explana-
tions of these programs within various chapters.
This book includes a separate chapter on the wel-
fare state that explains the differences in how
these programs are funded, who is eligible for ben-
efits, what benefits are provided, and the rela-
tionship of the programs to each other (Chapter
4, Old Age and the Welfare State). It is intended
to serve as a ready reference for students as they
read about these programs at appropriate points
elsewhere in the text.

In my own teaching, I have found it useful for
students to have a chapter that summarizes the key
theories on aging, and in this book, I frame these
theories in a historical context. Students can thus
see how each theory has not only been influenced
by advances in scientific knowledge but also by
changing world views and historical events.

Students should be aware of the diverse ways
people grow old, and each chapter contains
some material on aging in other cultures as well
as material on race, ethnic, and gender differ-
ences in aging. In addition, Chapter 16, Aging
and Inequality, explains the processes that cre-
ate gender, racial, and ethnic inequality in old
age. Finally, each chapter contains two theme
boxes. Aging policy issues are continually front-
page news. One box, entitled An Issue for Public
Policy, examines the policy implications of the
chapter’s key issues. A second theme box, In
Their Oun Words, describes the various experi-
ences of aging individuals through vivid first-
person accounts.

Pedagogy

Each of the five parts of this book is preceded
by a brief introduction that sets the stage for the
issues to follow. Chapters begin with a lively in-
troduction, highlighting aspects of the chapter
that are of particular interest to students. Each
chapter also contains an opening outline, key
terms (highlighted in boldface where they are in-
troduced and defined), a chapter summary, and a
list of key terms. There is a comprehensive glos-
sary at the end of the book.

The instructor’s manual that accompanies
this book provides exam questions for each
chapter. I have used many of these exam ques-
tions in my own courses and have revised them
based on students’ responses. The instructor’s
manual also includes suggested readings and sug-
gestions for films and videos to help stimulate
class discussion.

The past few semesters that I have taught the
undergraduate course in Aging and Society, [ have
found an increasing number of students using the
World Wide Web to obtain references for their pa-
pers. Thus, [ have included a Web Directory of
sites at the end of the book that will provide a use-
ful starting point for the student who is interested
in learning more about the subjects covered in
each chapter.
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Defining the Field

ocial gerontology is the study of the social aspects of aging. Among the topics

of interest to social gerontologists are family relationships, health, economics,

retirement, widowhood, and care of the frail elderly. The chapters in Part 1 pro-
vide a firm grounding in the core issues and key trends in the discipline.

Chapter 1 discusses age discrimination as a historical problem and describes con-
temporary patterns of ageism. It also describes the range of methodological approaches
used in the study of aging. :

Chapter 2 introduces the major theories of aging. The chapter illustrates how each
theory is influenced by the social, economic, and political context of the particular his-
torical era in which it was formulated.

Chapter 3 introduces the fundamental issues of the demography of aging, the study
of the basic population processes of fertility, mortality, and migration. The chapter also
describes the aged population in the United States in regard to marital status, income,
education, race and ethnicity, and housing and living arrangements.

Chapter 4 provides an overview of the basic social programs for the elderly, which
in combination are defined as the welfare state. The chapter describes each program
in terms of who pays, who receives benefits, and what benefits are provided. The chap-
ter concludes with a discussion of a controversy over whether benefits should be pro-
vided on the basis of age or need.




