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Abstract

As students explore aging concepts from a human development perspective, they
experience an array of cognitive and affective shifts. Using a constructive
. developmental framework, this paper explores the experiences of students in B

gerontology (N=280) who discuss their own growing awarenesses of the aging process.




Social development is, in essence, the restructuring of the
1) concept of self,
2) inits relationship to concep.ts- of other peoplé '
3) conceived as being in a comrﬁon social world with social s'tandards. '

L. Kohlberg

Educators are struck by the variety of cognitive and affective connections that
illuminate learning for the student. The learner can be transformed through a zone in
which he or she connects With material in the educational setting. This phenomenon,
ontological in nature, occurs frequently in the gerontology classroom where the content
is the theory and regearch of aging. Emotion and cognitive dimensions combine to
make new clas'sroom meaning for the learner. As one student said recently, “Ah, the
_light bulb just went on!” In essence, learning is an active process on the part of the
student and involves more than a review of content and fact; it requires a schematic
restructuring.

Of teaching, Lev Vygotsky once observed:

Practical experience shows that direct teaching of concepts is impossibl_e and

fruitless. A teacher who tries to do this usually accomplishes nothing but empty



verbalism, a parrotlike repetition of words. . .simulating a knowledge of

corresponding concepts but actually covering up a vacuum. (1975, p. 83)

Most educators hope not to simply cover up a vacuum, but rather to lead students
toward critical thinking, growth, and scholarly pursuits. This goal requires new meaning-
making for each Ieérner.

But how do connections occuf for students? How does this reconstruction 6f
assumptions come about within the educational environment? What is the adaptation
process that the student undergoes as he or she learns, whether it is a fundamental
change or transformation, or merely a change of habit in thinking? And how can we
research this transformation of meaning through learning? Educators (Daloz, 1986;
Kegan, 1982; Merriam, 1998; Mezirow, 1991, 1990; and others) have analyzed the
educator’s role in creating an environment for this personal restructuring.

| The transformational side of the self refers to the continued development
of the self throughout life. New interactions between the self and others create
opportunities for restructuring self-understandings, including reconstructing the

past and re_orienting in the present. ( Noam, no date, p. 94)

Transformétion

Trlansform‘ation, psychosocial develbpmental growth, and commitment to learning
often accompany educational experiences. Indeed, this realization of the
transformational power for adult learners has led to some interesting insights into
learning theory (Beatty & Wolf, 1996; Brookfield, 1986, 1987, 1989; Cross, 1981, Daloz,

1986, 1988; Mezirow, 1990, 1991.) It is now a basic tenet of adult education that some
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learners seek to use the educational experience for personal tasks (Beatty & Wolf,
1996; Wolf 1989; Wolf & Leahy, 1998). As Jack Mezirow (1991) has observed,
There is a need for a learning theory that can explain how adult learners make
sense or meaning of their experi‘ences, the nature of the structures that influence
the way they construe experienées, the dynamics ir_lvolved. in m.odifying
meanings, and the way the structures of rheaning themselves Qndergo chan‘ges
when learners find them to be dysfunctional. (p. xii)

Constructive Developmentalism

We are aware that individuals construct meaning through a dynamic interaction
with events or environmental stimuli. In Robert Kegan’s (1982, 1997) model of object
relations, a process of “decentering” occurs. The individual has a new perspective;
“making object" is the means by which one “sees” former perceptions or assumptions.
An “object” may be part of oneself that has now been outgrown. In detaching from a
previously held assumption, one experiences a transition in making meaning. Kegan's
(1982) model for personal growth is based on a progression of object-related
pgrceptions. An "object" is sometimes a part of ourselves that we only now begin to
'di_scern. Therefore, we are constantly moving into and out of 'perceptions, looking at our
past and créating our future. The earliest "object" is considered to be the parent; the
infant sees the parent as attached to him or her until about the age of six months "object
permanence" occurs (Piaget, 1969). At each stage of development, the individual
explores some aspect of the world; the transitions between these stages are sometimes

restless periods of searching.



Education serves as an environment for transitions: participants enter the
learning environment to "make object of" or to throw off a former stage of their lives and
to "study" their own future. We know that journals of learners reflect growing
consciousness of inner changes, transformations and new awarenesses. The ‘objects”
or past assumptions~ are often previously held meanings. “My own image of a Iife,”l

-6bserved Jerome Kagan, |

is that of a traveler whose knapsack is slowly filled with doubts, dogma, and

desires during the first dozen years. Each traveler spends the adult years trying

to empty the heavy load in the knapsack until he or she can confront the

opportunities that are present in each fresh day. (1984, p. 280)

This paper explores learners’ understanding of their own changing perceptions as they
study the theory and research of aging and track their development in personal journals.
The Study

The writings of students in gerontology clagses (N=280), graduate and
undergraduate, ages 18-75, are analyzed for personal assessments of their own |
learning. Among th.e themes that emerged, personal transitions and psychological
'_tra'n_sformatio_r;s were prominent. Speciﬁéally cited here are generational awareness,
diffe'renti'ation of others’ meaning systems,. and the realization that growth can be a
costly emotional process.

Generational awareness

For many young students, the awareness of aging can refer to their parents’

situations. For the first time, many young adults realize that their own parents are



mortal. This awareness can'occur.in many ways. An 18-year-old nursing student

reflected on her new relationship with her mother:
It's everything that one just never thinks about. In the past year, | have gotten so
close_ to my mother, and although I've always been close to her, we now share a
lot more. The major issue that I'm dealing with is that I'm very much
overprotective of my Mom. She's always b'een overprotect-ive of me and | hated- |
it. | always said that | would have to go and live away from her when | get old
enough. Now ! find myself wanting to stay close to her. When | plan for the
future, | want a home, a job in an area that is not too far from my Mom. | just find
it amazing that as we go through life, we change our views so much and we
become a person who thinks and acis like our parents! The same parents what
we thought were crazy a few years ago. Being in this class really opened my
eyes. |

A 24-year-old graduate student found himself in a new category:

This week's reading assignment was | Never Sang for My Father. I couldn't

seem to put it down till | had finished it. | got a strange feeling in my stomach as
th_e play progressed knoWing that | could be Gene someday. |find it a surprise
that | am relating to Gene as being me in the future instead of—if | read this a
couple of years ago--relating to him as my father. | may only be 24 and my
parents in their 40's, but | am thinking in such a way that, well, scares me . . .

A 28-year-old female chose to interview her father for a project on middle age “because

I do not know many people who are middle aged.” She observed: “This decision was in




many ways not only eye-opening but life changing. | will never quite interact the same

way with my father as | had before.” A 30-year-old woman observed:
| found important information about my own development. | have learned to take
a step back and objectively view my own interpersonal relationships and myself.
My fears of losing riiy parents to death and my existing relat_ionship with_my
husband héve been reevaluated. \

And a 34-year old student wrote:

| found reading Robert Anderson's | Never Sang for My Father to be a

'moving and powerful experience. Partially, this is because it is recognized in my
family that when the time comes | will be the designated caretaker. Therefore, |
took in on a very personal level the protagonist's role reversal with his parents,
his atteinpts to maintain dignity in the midst of their physical and mental
deterioration, the conflict vis-a-vis familial obligation and putting his life on hbld,
his fear, irritatii:n and the unresolved family conflicts that resurfaced.

It reminded me that my time is not so far at hand, because although | do
not think of my parents as old, they are growing older. These days | can see a
silver-haired gentleman jbgger coming down the street | grew up on and not
recognize him from ai distance as my father---surely that senior citizen is not my
dad! In those brief moments of dissociation, | forestall time.

But when the recognition occurs and the connection is made, for the
slightest of instants there is a feeling akin to dread. | wonder to myself, am |

ready to inherit the earth?




Appreciating others' meaning systems

An awareness that others have differing meaning systems is essential to an
appreciation of the life cycle and a necessary transformation for many students. A 52-
year old Catholic priest wrote:

As this course draws to an end | am noticing the ever-ongoing change that- .

has begun to take deeper root in me. | knéw | needed to Wor‘k on authe'ntic. .

emp.athy and respect for others and their po.sition and | have known that.for some

time. Part of my inability to resolve that was my fear of éompromising the truth

as | know it and so deeply believe it. And yet, that very fear was what was

crippling my ability to communicate with those who most wanted and needed to

be heard and validated in their struggle.

What | have noticed is my response is beginning to change, really change.

I am beginning to focus on the “meaning making” of others. As | try to discern :

that, it inevitably helps me to understand them and respect them and truly

empathize wifh them much better than before.

Awareness of the High Cost of Transformation

A 45-year-9ld graduate student reflected on her own growth in light of the object
relations theory of Kegan (1982):

Whether it is framed as “the duality of human experience” or as a crisis’
between the competitive “yearnings for communion and agency,” the need to
move from one state of being to another drives us toward growth. | have recently
experienced this drive toward separation from my own “culture of

.embeddedness” only to return again with a new perspective. This has been a




readily apparent struggle with me for most of the past ten years. . . ..The need to

balance the needs for independence and mutuality is the driving force behind the

process we call growth. Growth happens in and of the process, within and

between the stages. . .| have been profoundly affected and see my ability to see

change as vital. ..
Another middle—aged_ woman described the discohfort of her own new awarenessés:

I think this class has helped me and hurt me at the same time. Féelings | haven't

faced for a while have come up, but I've tried to examine them and to come to

conclusions that | can live with.
Conclusion

To understand what happens for students whose learning involves
transformation and new perspectives, we need to examine the process from “inside”
(tHe anthropological “emic”). In the above examples, students were keenly aware that
they were shifting perspectives and finding new meaning. These qualitative data can
lead us to several conclusions. Taken as a whole, it is clear that adult learning i_s a
dynamic process. Itinvolves differehtiation—separatiqn from what one kneyv before-- .
and reconnéction;-seeing things in a new light. Biographical data commingle with
content v;/hich is directly relatedto human growth and aging. The discourse of the
classroom provides the social environment for change, for object “discovery” (Berger
and Luckmann, 1967).'  Principles of object relations help the educator understand the

emergence of new meaning-making (Kegan, 1999, 1990). As we relect on the

! Berger and Luckmann observe, “. . .| know that others share at least part of this knowledge, and they
know that | know this. My interaction with others in everyday life is, therefore, constantly affected by our
common participation in the available social stock of knowledge” (1967, p. 41) In sharing, we objectify
our reality. ' : .



significance of this process, we stand in awe of the affective and cognitive power
embedded in our work. And we more fully appreciate the nature of human development

in the process of aging.

References

Beatty, P. T., & Wolf, M. A. (1996). Connecting with older adults: educational -

-respbnses and approaches. Malabar, FLA: Krieger Publishing Company.

Berger, P. L., & Luckmann, T. (1967). The social construction of reality. Garden
City, N. Y: Doubleday & Company, Inc.

Brookfield, S. D. (1987). Developing critical thinkers: Challenging adults to

explore alternative ways of thinking and acting. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Brookfield, S. D. (1989). Facilitating adult learning. In S. B. Merriam & P. M.

Cunningham (Eds.)., Handbook of adult and continuing education pp. 201-210) San

Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Brookfield, S. D. (1986). Understanding and facilitating adult learning. San

Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Clark, M. C. Transformational learning. In S. B. Merriam (Ed.)., An_update on

'adult learning theory (pp. 47-56). San Francisco: Jossey-BaSs Publishers.

Cross, K. P. (1981). Adults as learners: Increasing participation and facilitating

learning. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Daloz, L. A. (1988). The story of Gladys who refused to grow: A morality tale for

mentors. Lifelong Learning, 11, 4-7.

Daloz, L. A. (1986). Effective teaching and mentoring: Realizing the

transformational power of adult learning experiences . San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.




i

Kagan, J. (1984). The nature of the child. New York: Basic Books, Inc., Publishers.

Kegan, R. (1994). In over our heads: The mental demands of modern life.

Cambridge, MA: The Harvard University Press.

Kegan, R. (1982). The evolving self. 'Cambridge, MA: The Harvard

University Press.

Loevinger, J. (1976). Ego development. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass
Publishers.
Merriam, S.B. (1998). Adult life transitions: Opportunities for learning and

development. In M.A. Wolf & M. A. Leahy (Eds.), Adults in transition (pp. 8-81).

“Washington, DC: The American Association for Adult and Continuing Education.

Mezirow, J. (1991). Transformative dimensions of adult learning. San

Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Mezirow, J., & Associates. (1990). Fostering critical reflection in adulthood: a

quide to transformative and eméncipatorv learning. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Noam, G. C. (no date). A constructivist approach to developmental
psychopathology, (pp. 91-121).

- Piaget, J. ('1955).M. Gabain (trans.), The language and thought of the

child. New York: New American Library, 1955.

Piaget, J. (1968). Six psychological studies. New York: Vintage Books.

Piaget, J., and Inhelder, B. (1969). H. Weaver (trans). The psychology of“

the child. New York: Basic Books. -
Souvaine, E., Lahey, L. L., & Kegan, R. (1990). Life after formal operations:

Implications for a psychology of the self. In C. N. Alexander & E.-J. Langer (Eds),




I >

Higher states of human development (pp. 229-257). New York: Oxford University

Press.

Vygotsky, L. S. (1975). Thought and language (E. Hanfmann & G. Vakar,

Trans.). Cambridge, MA: The M.I.T. Press.
Wolf, M. A. (1989). Affective training for human service providers. Lifelong

Learning, 12, 18-20.
Wolf, M.A. & Leahy, M.A. (Eds.). (1998). Adults in transition. Washington, DC:

The American Association for Adult and Continuing Education.

14




U.S. Department of Education
Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI)
National Library of Education (NLE)
Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC)

REPRODUCTION RELEASE

(Specific Document)

I. DOCUMENT IDENTIFICATION:

3

ERIC

Tile:  Transformations within-the:Classroom Experience

Author(s):  Mary Alice Wolf

Corporate Source:  gaint Joseph College

West Hartford, CT 06117

Publication Date:
2/26/97

Il. REPRODUCTION RELEASE:

In order to disseminate as widely as possible timely and significant materials of interest to the educational community, documents announced in the

monthly: abstract journal of the ERIC system, Resources in Education (RIE), are usually made available to

users in microfiche, reproduced paper copy,

and electronic media, and sold through the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS). Credit is given to the source of each document, and, if

reproduction release is granted, one of the following notices is affixed to the document.

If permission is granted to reproduce and disseminate the identified document, please CHECK ONE of the
of the page.

following three options and sign at the bottom

The sample sticker shown below will be The sample sticker shown below will be The sampie sticker shown below will be
affixed o all Level 1 documents affixed to all Level 2A documents affixed (0 ail Level 28 documents
PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL IN PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THiS MATERIAL HAS MICROFICHE, AND iN ELECTRONIC MEDIA DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL IN
BEEN GRANTED BY FOR ERIC COLLECTION SUBSCRIBERS ONLY, MICROFICHE ONLY HAS BEEN GRANTED BY
HAS BEEN GRANTED BY
Q\e & &
%’(}6\ %r(}((\ %'b@
%‘0 THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
| INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC}) INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC) INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)
1 2A 2B
Level 1 Level 2A Level 28
P i i
Check here for Level 1 release, permitting reproduction Check here for Level 2A release, permitting reproduction Check here for Level 28 release, permiting
and dissemination in microfiche or other ERIC archival and dissemination in microfiche and in electronic media reproduction and dissemination in microfiche only
media (e.g., electronic) and paper copy. for ERIC archival collection subscribers only
Documents will be pr d as indicated provided reproduction quality permils.

If permission to reproduce is granted, but no box is checked, documents will be processed at Level 1.

to satisfy information needs of educators in response to discrete inquiries.

! hereby grant to the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) nonexclusive permission to reproduce and disseminate this document
as indicated above. Reproduction from the ERIC microfiche or electronic media by persons other than ERIC employees and its system
contractors requires permission from the copyright holder. Exception is made for non-profit reproduction by libranies and other service agencies

Si gnR-.. Signature: yj/[/‘ % ZX))/ Printed NameIPositior{rrme: .
here,» M A Mary Alice Wolf, Professor

please | Orerioraddess TR 0-231-5325 |86-231-1691
Q Saint Josa&ph CO}:]fe \ €-Mail Address: Dale:
B | Wes artford, mawo sic.edu
ERIC West Hartford 88117 Tfesic.edul™9/21/99
'

(over) -




IIl. DOCUMENT AVAILABILITY INFORMATION (FROM NON-ERIC SOURCE):

_ If permission to reproduce is not granted to ERIC, or, if you wish ERIC to cite the availability of the document from another source, please
provide the following information regarding the availability of the document. (ERIC will not announce a document unless it is publicly
available, and a dependable source can be specified. Contributors should also be aware that ERIC selection criteria are significantly more
stringent for documents that cannot be made available through EDRS.)

Publisher/Distributor:

Address:

Price:

IV. REFERRAL OF ERIC TO COPYRIGHT/REPRODUCTION RIGHTS HOLDER:

If the right to grant this reproduction release is held by someone other than the addressee, please provide the appropriate name and
address: v

Name:

Address:

V. WHERE TO SEND THIS FORM: - - - - . . . . ..~~~

Send this form to the following ERIC Clearinghouse:

: Associate Director for Database Development
ERIC Clearinghouse on Adult, Career, and Vocational Education
Center on Education and Training for Employment
1900 Kenny Road
Columbus, OH 43210-1090

-

However, if solicited by the ERIC Facility, or if making an unsolicited contribution to ERIC, return this form (and the document being
contributed) to:

Aruitoxt provided by ERic

ii-ud8 (Rev. 9/97)
PREVIOUIS VERASIONS OF THIC EFORM ARE OBSOLETE



