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1. This video states that the notion of "old age" as an experience most people will have is itself young. 

Until very recently in the West, most people did not live much past 50 years of age. Retirement age 

and senior perks like discounts are based on the concept of people being "old" in their 60's, which 

many others currently consider middle-aged. Should social practices push back the arbitrary age of 

being considered "old"? Do you think younger generations resent older ones for receiving benefits 

they may not have when they are the same age? 

2. Were your students familiar with the "Inverted U" model of aging? Does it make sense that it is a 

good model for both the physical and the "fluid mechanics" intellectual characteristics of people? 

What evidence do they have? (Remember that it is a group model, not an individual one. We all know 

of individuals who became better athletes at 40 than they were at 18, etc.) 

3. What do your students think about the distinction between the two kinds of mental processing: fluid 

mechanics and crystallized pragmatics? Examples of fluid mechanics that may prod their thinking is 

the uncanny skill children use to play Nintendo-type games, or the visual skills needed by air traffic 

controllers. Crystallized pragmatics examples include expertise in artistic forms, professional 

activities, and interpersonal relationships. One could perhaps argue that fluid mechanics is a more 

primitive, survival-type functioning and that crystallized pragmatics is more evolved, culturally-

shaped mental behavior. 

4. Researchers at the Max Planck Institute in Berlin have been conducting studies on wisdom for several 

years. Paul Baltes was usually the lead person in that research. You can explore current research by a 

visiting their website at www.mpib-berlin.mpg.de. The site is in both English and German. Do you 

agree with their definition of wisdom as portrayed in the video? Contrast their definition with Joan 

Erikson's in our video, On Old Age 1: A Conversation with Joan Erikson At 90. (She links wisdom to 

"tact", as in tactile and tactful.) 

5. Research clearly indicates that personality traits are remarkably stable over one's life span. Is this 

your students' intuitive perception (This is not relevant to people with brain injury.)? Moreover, this 

brings us back to the age-old dichotomy between "nature" and "nurture". Studies of identical twins 

have found remarkable similarities between people who were raised apart. New genetic research 

seems to be finding actual genes that account for proclivities toward certain character traits. On the 

other hand, the amazing plasticity of human behavior is demonstrated with adopted children and the 

success some intervention programs have had with emotionally-scarred children. 

6. The video briefly applies the SOC model to five individuals who are having successful aging 

experiences. A possible assignment for students would be to apply the model to an 'ager' who is 

successful and one who is not, to check whether the model can explain why the unsuccessful person 

is having difficulty. For instance, the person could be incapable of selecting new options and be stuck 

with old ones that don't work at his or her current stage of life. 

7. Another exercise might be to have students apply the SOC model to a period of their own life such as 

adolescence or young adulthood. Is it useful for explaining why the passage was relatively trouble-

free or stormy? 

8. Dr. Paul Baltes said that his future research would be applying the SOC model to extreme old age. 

Could you anticipate some of the issues this may raise? Dr. Margret Baltes was to apply it to how 

groups or couples hinder or help each other in selecting, optimizing and compensating. What might 

come out of that research? 

9. Unfortunately, neither of the Baltes lived to reach “old age.” Margaret passed away suddenly of a 

heart attack at age 59, and Paul died six years later, at age 67, due to cancer. Their work continues at 

the Max Planck Institute in Berlin. 
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Related Films Also Available from Davidson Films 

This is one of six films in Davidson Films' "Gerontology" series. The other titles are: 

 

 Erik H. Erikson: A Life's Work (1991) 38 Minutes 

 On Old Age 1: A Conversation with Joan Erikson At 90 (1995) 39 Minutes 

 On Old Age 2: A Conversation with Joan Erikson At 92 (1995) 30 Minutes 

 Older Brains, New Connections: A Conversation (2000) 30 Minutes 

with Marian Diamond At 73 

 These Vital Years: A Conversation with Betty Friedan At 76 (2000) 24 Minutes 


