SOCY 4002 - Sociology of Aging and the Life Course
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Professor: Terry L. Mills, Ph.D.
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Office: Ketchum 205
Office Phone: (303) 735-6658
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Required text: Jill Quadagno - Aging and the Life Course: An Introduction to Social Gerontology – 4th Edition.
PURPOSE OF COURSE: This course is intended to provide an overview of the social processes of aging. To do this we will critically evaluate macro- and micro-level factors that influence aging in our society. Most of us have at least a common-sense understanding of aging on a personal and individual level, having experienced our own maturation and aging process. Each of us has experienced life course transitions, or turning-points such as becoming an adolescent or entering college. A deeper understanding of aging requires, however, that we move beyond our individual experiences and broaden our view to understand how processes from the level of the individual cell to overall society influence us, and in turn are influenced by us as we progress through life. During this semester, we will examine various factors that affect aging in our society.

Procedures and Course Requirements: Your final course grade will be based upon earning up to 575 points in four (4) areas of accomplishment:
1. Three (3) in-class or online comprehensive multiple-choice and or essay exams worth 100 points each.  Exams constitute 53% of your final grade. 
2. Library Research – visit the library or access the social sciences catalog online.  Pick a topic in aging that interests you, and locate five scholarly journal articles.  Write brief paragraph summarizing each article.  Be sure to include the complete citation for the articles (75 points).  This assignment constitutes 13% of your grade and is due May 20, 2009
3. Interview an older person in your family or neighborhood about their perceptions of aging.  You will give an in-class report, which will be due on May 25, 2009 (100 points).  This assignment constitutes 17% of your final grade.
4. Conduct fact finding research into local or regional community services agencies. Your task is to identify a senior services agency and get information about their services, geographic area(s) of coverage, approximate number of older adult clients served, how long they have been established, and the contact information for the agency director or manager.  You will give an in-class report on your findings, which will be due on May 27, 2009 (100 points).  This assignment constitutes 17% of your final grade.
GRADING

A = 517 – 575 points

B = 460 – 516 points

C = 402 – 459 points

D = 345 – 401 points

F = 287 – 344 points

CLASS POLICIES
Honor Code: Per the CU policy, as citizens of an academic community of trust, CU-Boulder students do not lie or cheat whether they are on campus or acting as representatives of the university in surrounding communities. Neither should they suffer by the dishonest acts of others. 

Attendance Policy: Unless you have a documented medical emergency, official university absence, or official religious holiday, you are expected to be in class on time, and prepared to participate in class discussions. 

Students with Disabilities: please provide official documentation so that necessary accommodations may be made.
Cell-phone Policy: Please turn off your cell phones before class begins.

Late Assignment Policy: Late assignments or exams will not be accepted without official and verifiable excuse. There will be no partial credit for any unexcused late assignments.

READING ASSIGNMENTS:

Week 1:

· The Field of Social Gerontology (pp. 2-10) – Chapter 1 - The phenomenon referred to as population aging has significant implications for our society. Questions such as , "should social benefits flow to people based upon age?" have implications for our public budget, and for families, as well. This is an example of the type of issue that is of concern to social gerontologists.

· Life Course Transitions (pp. 52-60) – Chapter 3 – Argues that aging occurs from birth to death, involves social, psychological, and biological processes.  In particular, it directs attention to the powerful connection between individual lives and the historical and socioeconomic context in which these lives unfold. As a concept, a life course is defined as "a sequence of socially defined events and roles that the individual enacts over time" (Giele and Elder 1998, p. 22). These events and roles do not necessarily proceed in a given sequence, but rather constitute the sum total of the person's actual experience. Thus the concept of life course implies age-differentiated social phenomena distinct from uniform life-cycle stages and the life span.
· Demography of Aging (pp. 70-88) – Chapter 4 - Examines basic population concepts of aging including: 1) trends in aging and the health of populations, 2) characteristics of the older population in the U.S. and other countries; 3) models of the demographic and health transitions experienced by older individuals and 4) Implications of population aging for policy and program responses.
Week 2:

· Theories of Aging (pp. 24-45) – Chapter 2 - Late in the nineteenth century, the science of senescence emerged. The focus of this science was the study of the biological processes that cause mental and physical decrepitude. From those humble beginnings, the origins of social gerontology emerged. Tracing the intellectual roots of social theories of aging, we will begin with the Kansas City Study of Adult Life (1950s) and progress through micro- and macro-level theories such as Disengagement theory, Activity theory, Continuity theory, Age Stratification, Political Economy of Aging, and Feminist Theories of Aging.

· Historical perspectives on Aging (pp. 94-115) – Chapter 5 - It has been argued that in more traditional times there was a "golden age" of aging. The old were few in number but held positions of high status, authority, and power. This chapter demonstrates how various social forces, such as cultural beliefs and ideals, and social, economic, and technical changes have influenced the way elderly have been treated across different cultures and different historical times.

· Psychological Perspectives on Aging (pp. 148-172) – Chapter 7 - As people grow older they experience some loss of sensitivity in their sensory abilities. These changes are gradual and almost imperceptible from the mid-20s until age 50 and then become more apparent. Among the factors that contribute to individual differences within a group such as the aged are a person’s health, psychosocial history, aspects of individual identity, such as race, gender, and environmental influences such as social class, level of education, and social support systems.

· Biological Perspectives on Aging (pp. 120-142) – Chapter 6 - People differ not only in how they age but also in how they react to the changes taking place in their bodies. As each body system ages, some pathological conditions occur. This chapter focuses on environmental, developmental, and genetic theories of aging. 

Week 3:

· Family Relationships and Social Support (pp. 178-203) – Chapter 8 - Do supportive personal relationships increase subjective life expectancy? The objective existence of family relationships and the subjective sense of having someone to call on in need may increase the length of life a person expects by creating assurance about the future, by reinforcing healthy habits, and by improving current health (Ross and Mirowsky, 2002)
· Old Age and the Welfare State (pp. 254-276) – Chapter 11 - The term welfare state refers to all the government programs that protect people from the risks of loss of income due to unemployment, disability, divorce, poor health, or retirement. Thus, welfare does not mean cash assistance to the poor but any social program that enhances well-being and provides financial security.

· Poverty and Inequality (pp. 378-396) – Chapter 16 - Inequality refers to patterned differences in people’s life chances, living standards, and command over resources. It is a pervasive feature of society. We examine age stratification, minority status, patterns of gender inequality, and the effects of unequal paid labor-force participation on growing up and growing older.

The Sociological Imagination
C. Wright. Mills

"No social study that does not come back to the problems of biography, of history, and of their intersections within a society has completed its intellectual journey" (Mills, 1959, p. 5). Mills suggests that there are three basic questions that we must continually ask in exercising our sociological imagination:

1. "What is the structure of a particular society as a whole?" In other words, how does it differ from other varieties of social order?

2. "Where does this society stand in human history?" Or, what are the essential features of this historical period?

3. "What "varieties" of people prevail in this society and in this period?" In other words, social order and historical period select for certain kinds of people. 

These three questions focus our attention on the broad structures and forces that shape our personal stories. The study of aging must also consider the influence of individual biography, history, and their intersections with society and the social structure.

Your personal biography is a product of social structure and history which is at the heart of sociology. This is the intersection of individual experience and broad social forces.

