PSYC 415: Psychological Factors in Aging
Course Syllabus—Fall 2004

Instructor: Kathryn Levit
Email: klevit@gmu.edu (best and preferred way to reach me)

Office: 1029 DK (enter through DK1021)


Office Hours:  Monday 6:20—7:20, Tuesday 1:15- 2:15, or by appointment


Phone: (703) 993-4050

Course Description and Goals


This course will cover the psychological factors related to aging.  We will examine how age-related changes in physical, cognitive, personality, and social-emotional domains are related to the usual behaviors associated with aging.  We will also look at how these changes contribute to optimal versus pathological aging, and at the use of interventions to promote successful aging.  Students should leave this course with a broad understanding of the psychological aspects of aging, and the ways that theory and research contribute to our understanding of older adulthood.

Since this is an upper level undergraduate course, my intention is to make our class format more like a graduate seminar than a typical undergraduate lecture course.  The goal of this is to supplement course readings with recent research findings, to give students experience with reading, summarizing and presenting psychological research, and preparing students for the transition to graduate-level education.  For selected class sessions, I will lecture for the first half of each class, covering material from the assigned readings and other information relevant to the topic of the day, and use the second half as a forum for individual students to present research papers and lead class discussion.  We will organize this further on the second class meeting, once enrollment has stabilized.
Required Readings

Belsky, J. (1999).  The Psychology of Aging (3rd Ed.).  Pacific Grove, CA: Brooks/Cole.

Rowe, J. & Kahn, R. (1998).  Successful Aging.  New York: Pantheon.

At least 2 research articles from peer-reviewed journals on the student’s chosen topic will also be required.  Details are listed below.

Course Requirements
Final Exam (35% grade):  A take-home final will be assigned during the last week of class.  This will consist of 5 essay questions, covering material from the entire semester.  
Research Presentation (25% grade):  Each student is expected to be responsible for leading one class discussion on a topic listed on the syllabus.  This will entail locating 2-3 recent research papers on the assigned class topic, preparing an oral presentation summarizing these findings, and leading a class discussion integrating these papers with the information from the assigned readings. Students will sign up for their topic on the second class meeting.  To help me assist you with your presentations, please provide me with a copy of their research papers one week ahead of your presentation.
Research Summary (25% grade): You will then write a short (5 page) paper summarizing the research papers you presented in class, and discussing them in terms of our required readings.  This write-up may also include relevant information from class discussion.  Your write-up is due in class one week after the discussion.
Short Projects (10% grade).  Students will also be asked to complete 2 short projects.

Project 1:  The sensation of being old

Project 2:   Movie Review: About Schmidt
Participation (5% grade).  Participation in class discussions is also an important part of the learning experience.  Students are expected to come to class prepared to discuss the assigned readings, and to contribute to the presentations lead by other course participants.

Grading: Grading criteria will be as follows:


A  
90--100%
C 
70—79%
F
<60%


B
80—89%
D
60—69%


Honor Policy: Students in this course are expected to comply with the GMU Honor Code.  Students should refer to the information listed on the University Home Page  (http://www.gmu.edu/departments/unilife/honorcode.html) for definitions behaviors such as lying, stealing, cheating and plagiarism that are considered honor code violations.  I take the Honor Policy seriously, and expect students to do the same.  

Accommodation for Students with Disabilities:  It is University policy to make reasonable accommodations for students with special needs because of a physical or learning disability.  Students who anticipate a need for such accommodation should initiate a request for accommodation to me at the beginning of the semester and I will make every reasonable effort to accommodate these needs.  Students with special needs are encouraged to contact the Disability Resource Center (222 Student Union I) for more information about services available through GMU.

Technology:  Students should activate their GMU email account by the first week of class.  I will use this account to contact you periodically during the course of the semester, so you are encouraged to check this account frequently or have your mail forwarded to an account that you do use regularly.  WEBCT will not be used for this course.
Service Learning:  Students may enroll in PSCY 328 and earn an additional 1 credit in Service Learning in a project associated with older adults.  To ensure that you chose a setting that is appropriate for this course, I must approve the site you choose and the type of service you will be engaged in.  I will also need to meet with you periodically to discuss your progress.  PSCY 328 will be coordinated by Dr. Mike Hurley.  Please contact him for more information on requirements, time commitment, etc.

Tentative Schedule (subject to change if necessary)
Date




Topic 



Reading
8/30/04

Intro to the Study of Aging
   

Belsky  Chap1










R & K 1



9/6/04


NO CLASS: LABOR DAY 



9/13/04

Theories and Research Methods

Belsky Chap 2




Issues in Aging Research




9/20/04

Successful versus Usual Aging

Belsky Chap 3










R & K Chaps 2,3,4

9/27/04

Sensory and Motor Function


Belsky Chap 4




Project #1 Due

10/04/04

Intelligence, Wisdom and Expertise

Belsky Chap 6









R & K Chap 8

10/12/04

Dementia
Note: Change of Day



Belsky Chap 7

10/18/04

Personality




Belsky Chap 8

10/24/04

Family Relationships 


 
Belsky Chap 10




Grandparenting



R & K Chap 10

10/25/04

Life Transitions: Retirement & Leisure
Belsky Chap 11
11/01/04

Life Transitions: Widowhood


Belsky Chap 9
11/08/04

Disease & Disability



Belsky Chap 5



Project 2 Due
11/15/04

Mental Health & Psychopathology

Belsky Chap 9
11/22/04

Death and Dying



Belsky Chap 12
11/29/04

Successful Aging Revisited:



Individual vs. Societal Issues

12/06/04

Life History and Life Review



Final Exam Assigned.

12/13/04

Take Home Final Due
