











this supporti?é atmosphere expedites friendship
formation an&?inéreaﬁés p&éitive relations. with
others. |

Reminiscing is an activity that most elderly
people enjoy: Talking and thinking about ones self
and ones past is something that elderly people engage
in naturally (Butler, 1963). Therefore this typé of
class spurs interest that other classes do not. .In a
pilot study we attempted to run a control group of
another type of activity. We advertised classes in
art and book clubs but did not have the response to
those classes that we did for the guided autobiography
group. The response to the autobiographical grbup was
astounding. We advertised a book club and an
autobiography group on the closed circuit teievision
at Leisure World, a large retirement community in
Southern California. In two weeks time we had 40
people sign up for the autobiography group and 7
people sign up for the book club. Elderly people are
very interested in talking about and thinking about
their past and autobiography groups capture their

interest. Classes of this sort provide an excellent
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opportunity for elderly people to engage in activities

Nthat interest them, facilitate personal growth and

increase their positive interpersonal relationships.
Limitations

A limitation of this entire study is the small
number of participants. There are general
difficulties in drawing samples in Gerontology
research, this is éompéundgd when sepsitive subjects
are being studied. This is also compounded when
participants are asked.to commit to attend five weeks
of classes.

In Setting II, data was pooled from a Retirement
Community and a Senior Center to coﬂstitute the Guided
Autobiography Group. However, data from the control
group was collected solely at the Senior Center.
Control group data may have been different if
collected at both sites.

Significance and Implications

The population of America and the world is aging
thus increased attention is being put on aging
successfully. The practical application of this

research is implementing programs that provide the
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eiderly with opportunities to improve their
psychological well-being. 0ld age is no longer
considered a time of stagnation, rather “0ld age is a
period in which unique developmental work can be
accomplished. Life review therapy and life cycle
group therapy are effective aids in this education”
(Butler, 1989, p.8). “If older persons are seen as
having the capacity for continued growth and
development than it is incumbent that they be provided
with educational resources and the outlets of personal
expression that wiii:faciiitate self expansion” (Ryff,
1989, p.47);A‘The guided autobiography group
significantiy increaéea pérsbnal growth and positive
relations with others in this study. This group is an
excellent and enjoyable way for elderly people to
experience pefsonal growth and form close friendships.
With Birren and Deutchman’s published book “How to
Lead Autobicgraphy Groups with Older Adults” activity
directors, nurses, social workers, therapists and
other professionals can lead autobiography groups and
facilitate positive change on many levels (1993). The

elderly are naturaily engaged in the life review
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process and “practioners need to develop skills in
encouraging people to express their stories both
orally and in writing” (Coleman, 19899, p.138).

We as a socilety need to keep our elders healthy
and “health in old age involves mental and social as
well as physical well being” (Butler, 1989, p.8).
Groups such as the guided autobiography group that
help facilitate personal grgwth, can be an important
piece of the solution to reversing the well being
declines in old age. “To age successfully could well
become a leading challenge of our era” and programs
that facilitate personal growth and increases in
positive reiations with others are part of the
solution (Ryff, 1989, p.52).

This study-demonstfates that levels of personal
growth and pésitive‘;elatiqns with others were raised
upon commencemént of the five week autobiography
course. This study\provides né indication of whether
this increase would be maintained over time. Haight,
Michel and Hendrix are studying the long term effects
of life review on elderly people, and have found

substantial prolonged increases in well being, and
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life satisfaction, along with decreases in depression
and hopeléssness up to 2 years after the life review
treatment (2000). This is promising, and other
researchers should study the long term effects of life
review using alternate methods. It will prove
“beneficial to assess the stability of such
reminiscence typologies, especially with relation to
increases or decreases in psychological distress”
(Cully, LaVoie, & Gfetter, 2001, p.9%4).

Pairing Birren’s Guided Autobiography Group
Method and Ryff’s Well Being Measure is a timely idea
and worth pursuing furfher. Activities that promote
successful aging are gping to become more important as
society ages (Ryfg;‘l§8§).- Usigg the materials used
in this stud¥ Qifh5% Iarger éam?ie and a second pést
test would bé“g wéifhwhile f&ture endeavor. Actively'
promoting successfui éginé?is éital if our society is

to continue to thrive.
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APPENDIX A:

INFORMED CONSENT FORM
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APPENDIX: ' C

Informed Conseﬁf Form

My name is Karen Fageré$trom, I am a graduate student
in the Life-Span Developmental Psychology Program at
California State University, San Bernardino. With
supervision from Dr. Joanna Worthley, I am conducting a
research project on the effects that Guided Autobiography
Group courses have on the well-being of class
participants.

If you consent to participate in the study, you will
be asked to complete a well-being survey at the beginning
and at the ending of this course.

Participation in this study is strictly voluntary and
you may choose not to answer one or all of the questions
on this survey. You may withdraw from the study at any
time and have your data removed without penalty. All
information on the survey will be held in strict
confidence. Data will be reported in a group format, and
your name will not be associated with your answers. This
research has been reviewed and approved by the Department
of Psychology Institutional Review Board at California
State University, San Bernardino.

At the conclusion of this study, you may receive a
summary of the results. If you have any questions
reqarding the project, please contact Dr. Joanna Worthley
at 909-880-5595. We thank you in advance for
participating in the project.

I acknowledge that I have been informed of, and
understand the nature, purpose and criteria of this study,

and I freely consent to participate.

Place an “X” Here: ) Date:
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APPENDIX D:

- DEMOGRAPHIC SHEET
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Demographic Sheet

Please answer the following questions. Your answers
are confidential.

AGE
Please fill in the blank.

What is your age?

RACE/ETHNICITY

Which of the following do you consider yourself to be?
Check all that apply.

American Indian or Alaskan Native

Asian o .

Black or African American..

Hispanic or-Latino - '
Mexican-American. o :

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander
White or Caucasian

Other: -

Don’t know/Not sure

codogoooo

EDUCATION

What is the highest grade or year of regular school
you completed?

U Never attended/Kindergarten only

Please circle the number of years completed.

Elementary 1 2 3 4 5 5 T 8
High School 1 2 3 4
College 1 2 3 4
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Graduate School 1 2 3 4 5+

GENDER

Please circle: MALE FEMALE

CURRENT MARITAL STATUS
Please check all that apply.

Married

Divorced

Widowed

Separated

Never been married

Member of an unmarried couple

ooUoooo

ANNUAL INCOME

Please check your total annual income.

O less than $10,000
U $10,001 - $20,000
d s$20,001 - 330,000
O $30,001 — $40,000,
O More than;$40,000

NUMBER OF ACTIVITES

~

How many organized group activities do you participate
in during the average month? (Please check box)

DO000000
w30 wEe o
l—‘OOO[‘\dbl\)
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APPENDIX E:

PSYCHOLOGICAL WELL BEING SCALE
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P'saych'oldéi‘c:é]:‘Well—‘Be'ing‘" RO

Carol Ryff, Ph.D.
University of Wisconsin

Instructions:

This questionnaire contains statements related to well-being.

Please read each statefent and decide how strongly you pres:ently agree or

disagree with the.statement. :

Please circle only one number on the six-point answer scale to indicate how

strongly you agree or disagree with the statement.

Please try {o answer every. itern with your own personal opinion jn regard to the

statement. '

Sample item: Please read the following statement and circle the number which
best represents how strongly you presently agree or disagree

with the statement.

Circle the number that best :
describes you present | Strongly | Disagree | Disagree
agreement or disagreement with | Disagree {Somewhat| Slightly

each statement. -

Agree
Stightly

Agree
Somewhat

Strongly
Agree

71 terid 1o be influenced
peoplé with strong.opinions.

’

Thank you for taking your time to read over these instructions, you may now turn the

page and begin.
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activities that will expand my .
Horizons: .. - i o
4. Most people see me as

6 When | Iook at the story of

my life, | am pleased wnh how

Circle the number that best - :

describes you present Strongly | Disagree | Disagree | Agree Agree Strongly

agreement or disagreement with) Disagree |Somewhat| Slightly | "Slightly |Somewhat] Agree.

each statement. ' ’

1. 1 am not afraid to yoice my. S

opinions,- .even when they are-in- . . ) ~ o '

opposition to the opmlons of * . 2 3, 4. 5 : 6

most people o o

2. In general, | feel | am in :

charge of the situation in which | 1 2 3 47, 5 6

live. o L .

3. Iam not |nterested in, o = N .
o &

8. The demands of everyday
Jig me down

10 Mamtamlng close
relationships has' been difficult
and frustratlng for me

2 ténd to focus on the

nearly always brlngs me
problems

In general I feel confdent
and posmve about myself
13. | tend to worry about what
other people think of me: " |
14. | do not fit very well with the
neople and commumty around
me.

present Because thé future
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Circle the number that best

describes you present Strongly | Disagree | Disagree
agreement or disagreement with| Disagree [Somewhat| Slightly
each statement.

Agree Agree
Slightly |Somewhat

Strongly
Agree

15" |think it is important to

challenge how you think about
yourself and the world. .-

16. | often feel lonely because |
have few close friends with 1 2 3
whom to share my concerns.

17 My daily activities. often . .. . ]
seem tnwal and unlmportant to . 2 S 30

18. l feel like many of the .
people | know have gotten more 1. 2 3
if lh

I am quute good at
managmg the many
- [respons ibilities of my d Iy hf

22 | enjoy personal and mutual

conversations WIth family 1 2 . 3

have new experiences that . | L e g ]

I Ilke most aspects of my .
personahty ) 1 2 - 3 4 5 6
- Ttend'to be infiuericéd PRI R g
people WIth stfong: oplmonl £ 2 3 ) g 4 -5 "
. | often feel overwhelmed by
my responsmllmes _ 1 2 3 4 5 6
07. .1 have the sense that| have . ) . _ " ) .
developed a lot as & person T .2 L3 4; 5 6
over time.. : . ’ -
28. | don’ t have many people
who want to listen when | need 1 2 3 c 4 5 6
to talk. B
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Circle the number that best

describes you present Strongly | Disagree | Disagree
agreement or dlsagreement with| Disagree |{Somewhat| Slightly
each statement.

Agree' Agree

Slightly |Somewhat

Strongly
Agree

29. I'used fo set goals for .
myself, but that now-seems like.. ... 1., . 27" ° 3 |
a waste of time;, ‘ <

30. | made some mistakes in .

the past, but | feel that all in all 1 ) 5 3
everything has worked out for : .

the best .

31 { have conﬁdence in my
opmlons even if they are
contraryto he general -

32 l generally do a good job ‘
taking care of my personal 1 2 3
finances and affairs.

34 1t seejn?s towme that most )
other people have more friends 1 2 3
that [ do. '

36. In many ways, | feel -
disappointed about my
achievements in life.

N R

R

l am good atjugghng my .,

trme so that I cari fit everythmg EUREE A 3 3 . 4 5 6
in that needs to get ddne of o o
39. Formé, life has been a.i. o r e L oo S .
continuous process of leammg, b T 3 4 5 6: .
changing, and growth. . i
40. People would describe me
as a giving person, willing to 1 2 3 4 5 6
share my time with others. :

. I'am ari active person in.. , . .
carrymg out the plans.| set for . 2. 3 4 5 6
myself. - . .
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Circle the number that best - '

describes you present Strongly | Disagree | Disagree
agreement or disagreement with| Disagree [Somewhat| Slightly
each statement.

Agree Agree
Slightly |Somewhat

Strongly
Agree

42. My attitude about myselfis
probably not as positive ag most 1 2 3
people feel about themselves. :

43 I often change my mlnd . s .
about decisions if my frlends or 1 . 2, .3
famlly disagree.’ : '

. | have difficulty arrangmg
my life in a way thatis satlsfymg 1 2 3

46. I have not expenenced many
warm and trusting relationships 1 2 3
with others.

48." The past had its ups and
downs, but in general, | wouldn't 1 2 3

| have been able to builda . " ° o
home and a lifestyle formyseff <1 * . ., 2 "3
that is much to my |lklﬂg Gl A . :

that you' can't teach an old dog SR
new tncks " " N : ;I.. o [

| know | can trust my }

frlends and they know they can 1 2 3
trust me. .

53 | sometimes feel asifive 1 ' o 3
done all there is to'do in life.. : :

54. When | compare myselfto - .

friends and acquaintances, it 1 2 3
makes me feel good about who

I am.
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APPENDIX F':

SENSITIZING QUESTIONS, SETTING I
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Please write a three-page response to these questions to share with the group next week. You
do not need to address every question in your paper, only the ones that are significant
for you.

Assignment 1:  The Major Branching Points of Your Life

Think of your life as a branching tree, as a flowing river that has many juncture points, or
as a trailing plant that puts down roots at various places and then goes on.

What is a branching point? Branching points are events, experiences, or happenings in
our lives that significantly affect the direction or flow of our life. Branching points are experiences
that shape our lives in some important way.

Branching points may be big events (e.g., marriage, retirement, geographical move) or
they may seem small and apparently inconsequential (e.g., reading a book, going on a hike). Big
outcomes may have small beginnings.

From your point of view, what were the major branching points in your life? What were
the events, experiences, interactions with people and places that had a major influence or impact
on the way your life has flowed? .

Sensitizing Questions

1. About how old were you at the time of the branchlng point? Place the turning point
along a time dimension. The timing of an event is often very important. Did it happen
too soon? Were you too young? Did it happen too late? Were you too old?

2, Significant people? Who were the important people involved in the turning point?
Father, mother, spouse? You alone? Often one notices that the same people are
involved again and again in major life turning points.

3. Emotions and feelings at that time? What were the feelings, the emotions you
experienced at the time the branching point occurred? How intense were these feelings
(e.g., extremely elated, somewhat sad, a little frustrated, very happy)? Sometimes our
feelings in reaction to an experience are mixed or are changeable. Do not be concemed
if your feelings seem contradictory.

4. Emotions and feelings now? Sometimes our feelings about an experience or event
change over time. Something that seemed a disaster when it happened may turn out to.
be a positive event later on and vice versa. What emotions do you experience as you
think about the turning point now?

5. Personal choice? How much personal choice was involved in this branching point?
How much personal control did you have? Was it something that happened that was
completely out of your control? Who or what was the external influence?

6. Consequences? Branching points are “branching points” because they change our lives
in one or many important ways. In your view, what are the ways your life was changed
because of this branching point? What effect, impact, consequences did it have on your
life? How would your life have been different if it had not occurred?
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Please write a three-page response to these questions to share with the group next week. You
do not need to address every question in your paper, only the ones that are significant
for you.

Assignment 2:  Your Family

What is your family? The history of your family includes your family of origin {among
them, grandparents, parents, siblings, uncles and aunts) as well as your family of adulthood
(among them, spouse, children, grandchildren).

The family members important in shaping your life should be mentioned, not necessarily
all the family members. Some have been more important in positive ways and some in negative
ways in shaping your life.

What family members have had a major impact in shaping your life? Why?

What would another person have to know about your family in order to understand you
and how you've come to be the person you are?

Sensitizing Questions

1. Who held the power in your family? Why? Who made the decisions? How did you
know?

2. Who offered support, warmth, and nurturance? Why? Who did you go to for comfort?
Who did you confide in?

3. What major family member(s) have you been closest to? Why?

4. What important family member did you know the least? Feel the least close to? Why?
Who should you have been close you but for some reason were not?

5. Did you like your family? Why or why not?

6. What was best about your family? Worst about it? What were (are) the strengths and

weaknesses in your family?

7. Was there anyone in your family you were afraid of? Why?

8. Who were the heroes in your family? The family favorites? How did you know?

9 What was the feeling tone in your family (e.g., happy, sad, crowded, spacious, noisy,
quiet, warm, cold)?

10. What were the major areas of conflict, problems, and issues in your family?

11. What were the rules in your family, the “shoulds” and “oughts”?

12. What events and experiences have torn your family apart or have made your family
stronger?

13. - Were you loved? How did you know?
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Please write a three-page response to these questions to share with the group next week. You
do not need to address every question in your paper, only the ones that are significant
for you.

Assignment 3:  Your Major Life Work or Career

What is a career? It's your major life's work. It occupies your energy, your activity, and
your time. A career, a life work, can have many forms. Usually we think of it as work outside the
home for pay. A life work can also be found in being a husband, a wife, a parent, or in religious
devotion, in play, in art, in education, in community service. This does not necessarily involve a
salary or pay. People can have a number of careers, a sequence of careers, or both.

What has been your major life’s work or career?

Sensitizing Questions

1. How did you get into your major life work? How did you find it? Did you choose it
because your family expected it? Was it because of a teacher you knew? Did your
appearance have anything to do with it? When did you begin your life work?

2. How early did you formulate your life career goals? What did you want to be when you
grew up? How have childhood interests, passions, teachers influenced the path your life
work has taken? How much choice did you have?

3. What has been the developmental course of your life work? Has it been continuous?

Discontinuous? What have been the peaks and valleys? Have there been minor

setbacks? Major changes in focus? Have you had a sequence or series of careers?

What have been the biggest influences in directing the path of your career once chosen?

For example, they may have been people, places, events?

If you do not have a major life work (yet), what would you like to do? Why?

if you have finished your major life work, how do you evaluate it?

How has your work provided new options? Limited options?

Are you “on time” in your career, or ahead or behind in terms of your expectations?

What have been (are) the challenges of your life work? Your successes? The

problems? The failures?

10. If you have more than one life-work identity, which of these has been most important to

© you? Why? X

11. What has been unique or special about your work experiences? Place of work? Travel?
People? o

12. What have you enjoyed most about your life work? Least?

13. If you had to.do it over again, how would you develop differently along your life-work
path? Would'~ygu choose the same life work? Why or why not?

&

c®NO;
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Please write a three-page response to these guestions to share with the group next week. You
' do not need to address every questioh in your paper, only the ones that are significant
for you.

Assignment4:  The Role of Money in Your Life

Money is one of the most important themes in life. t has both an obvious and a subtle
influence. Money touches many aspects of our lives — family, education, career, health,
relationships with others, and self esteem.

Your attitude towards money has been shaped by many influences, both
positive and negative.

Sensitizing Questions

1.  What role did money play in your family? What were you taught about money?
Was it scarce or plentiful? Were you poor or well off?

How did your family’s money compare to other people’s money?

In your life, how important is it to make money?

Does money have any relationship to love in your life? How?

What was the first time you earned any money? How did you feel about it? How
did it affect your later ideas about money?

6. What have been your greatest financial successes?

7.  What have been your worst financial mistakes?

8. How central is the role that money plays in your life?

9. Does money have any relationship to your self-esteem?

10. How much do you think about money? Do you worry about money?

11. Do you regard yourself as generous or stingy? Why?

12. Have you ever borrowed money? How did you fell about it?

13. Are you a good or a poor manager of money? Why?

14. Do you ever give money away? How do you feel about it?

e
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Please write a three page response to these questions to share with the group next week. You
do not need to address every question in your paper, only the ones that are significant

for you.

Assignment 5:

Your Health and Body Image

The image of your body and your health has many aspects, objective features,

and subjective feelings. In part, it involves an implied comparison with other persons,
whether you were (are) more or less healthy, stronger or weaker, coordinated or clumsy,
attractive or unattractive. How did you regard your body and health?

What has been the history of your health and body image?

Sensitizing Questions

1.

2.

10.
11.

12.
13.

What'was your health like as a baby? As a child? Adolescent? Young adult?
Middle-aged adult? Older adult?

Were you considered a sickly child? If so, what were the consequences for
your development? :
Were you a fast developing or slow developing child? Were you ahead or
behind in growth as an adolescent?

What health problems have you experienced as in your life? How did you feel
about each of these? How did you handle these problems?

How has your body reacted to games and athletic sports? .
In what ways does your body react to stress? Has this changed during your .
life? What do you do in response to your body's stress signais?

What have you done during your life to help/hurt your health?

How would you describe your physical appearance as a baby? Child?
Adolescent? Young adult? Middle aged adult? Older adult? Are (were) you
short, tall, thin, fat, attractive, ugly, poised, awkward?

What part(s) of your body do you like least? Why? How has this changed over
your life?

What part(s) of your body do you like most? Why? How has this changed over
your life?

What have you done to alter, change, or improve your health and physical self
during your life?

How do you regard your body in terms of female or male image?

If you could change your body in any way, how would you want to be different?
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Please write a three page response to these questions to share with the group next week. You

do not need to address every question in your paper, only the ones that are significant
for you. .

Assignment 6:  Your Sexual Identity, Sex Roles, and Sexual Experiences

Sexuality includes our sense of ourselves as male or female (sexual identity),
our ideas about appropriate sex role behavior, and our sexual experiences.

What has been the history of your sexual development, including the
development of your identity as male/female, your concepts of appropriate sex role
behavior, your sexual experiences?

Sensitizing Questions

1.

2.

When did you first learn/realize that you were a boy or a girl? When did you first leam
that little boys and girls were different? How did you feel about that?

What toys did you use and what games did you play when you were a child? What
significance did this have in the development of your sexuat identity?

Were you a “tomboy”? A “sissy”? A “fraldy cat’? Did you ever wish you had been born
the opposite sex? Why? -

What did your parents, teachers, relatives teach you about what “good” girls and boys
did and did not do? What were the rules for being a boy or a girl? What were your
parent’s views about your sexuality?

Where did you get your sex education (from parents, friends, books, school, religious
training)? Where and when did you learn the facts of life?

What were your early sexual experiences (such as doctor and nurse games)? Did you
have childhood sweet hearts?

Have you had traumatic sexual experiences?

What have your concepts or models of the “ideal” man or “ideal” woman? How have
these ideas changed as you have grown up and grown older?

What are your concepts about the “ideal” relationship between two people?

. How did you characterize yourself as a man or a woman? How has this changed?

What “traditionally” masculine or feminine aspects can you identify in yourself?
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Please write a three page response to these questions to share with the group next week. You
do not need to address every question in your paper, only the ones that are significant
for you.

Assignment 7:  Your Experiences with Death or Your Ideas about Death

Death can affect your life in many ways. You may have experienced the loss of a
beloved pet as a child; you may have lost your parents, grandparents, dear friends, a
spouse, a child, a brother or sister. Maybe the death of a political hero affected you
profoundly.

Hoe have your experiences with death affected your life and your character? How have
your reactions to death change over the years? How have your ideas concemning your
own death changed?

Sensitizing Questions

1. How did you feel about death when you were a child? Did you lose an animal that was a

member of your family? What did you think when your per died?

How was death talked about and treated in your family? Did it frighten you? How did

you understand it?

When did you go to your first funeral? How did you react?

What effect did the threat of death in wartime have on you?

Were you ever so sick you thought you might die?

What have been the close calls with death? Have your ideas about your own death

changed over the years? How do you feel about your depth now?

How have you grieved?

Do dead parents, grandparents spouses or others continue to have an effect on your

life?

9. Do you feel guilty about anyone’s death’? Helpless'7 Angry? Resentful? Abandoned?
Have you ever felt responsible for anyone’s death?

10. Have you ever killed anyone? How did you-feel about it at the time? How do you feel
about it now? '

11. Did some great person’s death (e.g. Kennedy or Roosevelt) have an effect on you?

12. Is death an enemy or a friend to you? Is it to be decreased and fraught, or welcomed?

13. What kind of death would you like to have?

14. If you could talk to a dead person, what would you ask him or her?

15. What was the most significant death you have experienced? How did it change you or
your life?

N

2SS

o N
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Please write a two page response to these questions to share with the group next week. You do
not need to address every question in your paper, only the ones that are significant for

you.

Assignment 8:  Your Loves and Hates

Love is a strong emotional attachment to a particular person, place, or thing. Absence
of the love object causes distress in the form of loneliness, anxiety, and longing. What
have been the major loves of your life?

Hate is a strong feeling of dislike or ill will toward some person, place, or thlng What
have been then hates or strong aversions in your life?

1.

SNk wnN

o~

10.
11.
12.
. If you could wish ill upon some person by voodoo or magic, who wouId it be?
14.
15.

16.

What persons, places, or things aroused your greatest feelings of love when you
were a child? '

Who was your first love?

Who in your life made you feel loved and why?

Were you ever consumed by love? When and under what circumstances?
What has been the role of love in your life? How has it changed over time?
Why did your loves end? What happened when.you lose a love? How dld your
feelings change or did you lose the object of your love?

How have your ideas about love changed over your life?

What have been the major hates of your life? What kind of places, people, events,
characteristics of people, objects, ideas, or kinds of behavior cause you to feel
extreme dislike?

What were your major dislikes as a child? How did they change with time?
Have you ever hated someone so much you wished they would die?

How have you expressed your hatred?

Have your hates changed over the years, or have they remained the same?

Do you express your hate or keep it inside?

Do you have some strong unexpressed feelings of love for some person, place or
thing?

When you were growing up what were you taught about love and hate? How have
your ideas changed'7
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Please write a two page response to these questions to share with the group next week. You do
not need to address every question in your paper, only the ones that are significant for
you.

Assignment9:  The Meaning of Your Life, and Your Aspirations and Life Goals

Questions of meaning, values, morality, and religion are often elusive and difficult to
articulate. Human life is characterized by moral complexity and ambiguity. Often the black and
white of childhood, the simple delineation of right and wrong, changes to large areas of gray in
our adult lives. Questions of value and meaning, religion and morality, are often fraught with
contradiction. Some people become moral gymnasts, stretching and bending with agility in the
moral realm of life. Others find their home in a traditional religious philosophy and structure.
Numerous people today claim to have “their own religion”, an eclectic synthesis of many diverse
elements. Still others avow atheism or agnosticism. Secular humanism claims a large following
in contemporary culture.

How do your life goals fit into your beliefs and values? How have you set your life
goals? What are they? Trace the history of your moral or religious development. How has it
changed through your life? Do you have a philosophy of life? What is it? What does your life
mean? What does human life in general mean?

Sensitizing Questions

1. What kinds of different goals do you have - material, social, personal, universal, moral,
religious - and how important are they to you? Have your goals always been the same?

2. Were there any religious traditions in your home as a child? Have you carried them on?
Why or why not?

3. Have you ever had a religious experience? What were you doing and where did it
happen? How did you react?

4, What symbols, either religious or secular, are significant for you? Why?

5. What are the principals that guide your life? What are your standards? What does it
mean if you do not live up to them? '

6. What has been your purpose in life? Have you had more than one purpose’? How has
this purpose (or these purposes) changed?

7. Do you find meaning in the idea of social justice, prosperity, or the brotherhood of man?
How do you act on these ideas?

8. Do you want to emulate some great figure (.. Moses, Gandhi, Christ, Schweitzer,
Eleanor Roosevelt)? Who are your moral heroes? Have they changed over time?

9. Were you taught not to be cruel to.animals so that you would not be cruel to people?

) What is your retationship to the natural world?

10. Have you ever found life meaningless? Did it fill you with despair? Did you come to
some understanding?

11. Why be moral? WHY BE?
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APPENDIX G:

SENSITIZING QUESTIONS, SETTING IZI
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Please write a two page response to these questions to share with the group next week. You do
not need to address every question in your paper, only the ones that are significant for
you.

Assignment 1:  The Major Branching Points of Your Life

Think of your life as a branching tree, as a flowing river that has many juncture points, or
as a trailing plant that puts down roots at various places and then goes on.

What is a branching point? Branching points are events, experiences, or happenmgs in
our lives that significantly affect the direction or flow of our life. Branching points are experiences
that shape our lives in some important way.

Branching points may be big events (e.g., marriage, retirement, geographical move) or
they may seem small and apparently |nconsequentlal (e.g.; reading a book, going on a hike). Big
outcomes may have small beglnnlngs

From your point of view, what were the major branchmg points in your life? What were
the events, experiences, interactions with people and places that had a major influence or impact
on the way your life has flowed? /

Sensitizing Questions

1. About how old were you at the tlme of the branching point? Place the turning point
along a time dimension. The timing of an event is often very important. Did it happen
too soon? Were you too young? Did it happen too late? Were you too old?

2. Significant people? Who were the important people involved in the turning point?
Father, mother, spouse? You alone? Often one notices that the same people are
involved again and again in major life turning points.

3. Emotions and feelings at that time? What were the feelings, the emotions you
experienced at the time the branching point occurred? How intense were these feelings
(e.g., extremely elated, somewhat sad, a little frustrated, very happy)? Sometimes our
feelings in reaction to an experience are mixed or are changeable. Do not be concerned
if your feelings seem contradictory.

4, Emotions and feelings now? Sometimes our feelings about an experience or event

’ change over time. Something that seemed a disaster when it happened may turn out to
be a positive event later on and vice versa. What emotions do you experience as you
think about the turning point now?

5. Personal choice? How much personal choice was involved in this branching point?

: ‘How much personal control did you have? Was it something that happened that was
completely out of your control? Who or what was the external influence?

6. Consequences? Branching points are “branching points” because they change our lives
in ‘one or many important ways. In your view, what are the ways your life was changed
because of this branching point? What effect, impact, consequences did it have on your
life? How would your life have been different if it had not occurred?

Questions taken with permission from: Birren, HJ.E., Deutchman, D.E. (1991) Guiding
Autobiography Groups for Older Adults. Baltimore, MD: The John Hopkins University
Press.
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Please write a two page response to these questions to share with the group next week. You do
not need to address every question in your paper, only the ones that are significant for
you. ’

Assignment2:  Your Family

What is your family? The history of your family includes your family of origin(among
them, grandparents, parents, siblings, uncles and aunts) as well as your family of adulthood
(among them, spouse, children, grandchildren).

The famity members important in shaping your life should be mentioned, not necessarily
all the family members. Some have been more important in positive ways and some in negative
ways in shaping your life.

What family members have had a major impact in shaping your life? Why?

What would another person have to know about your family in order to understand you
and how you've come to be the person you are?

Sensitizing Questions

1. Who held the power in your family? Why? Who made the decisions? How did you
know?

2. Who offered support, warmth, and nurturance? Why? Who did you go to for comfort?

: Who did you confide in?

3. What major family member(s) have you been closest to? Why? .

4, What important family member did you know the least? Feel the least close to? Why?
Who should you have been close you but for some reason were not?

5. Did you like your family? Why or why not? -

6. What was best about your family? Worst about it? What were (are) the strengths and

weaknesses in your family?

7. Was there anyone in your family you were afrald of? Why?

8. Who were the heroes in your family? The family favorites? How did you know?

9 What was the feeling tone in your family (e.g., happy, sad, crowded, spacious, noisy,
quiet, warm, cold)?

10. What were the major areas of conflict, problems, and issues in your family?

11. What were the rules in your family, the “shoulds” and “oughts”?

12. What events and experiences have torn your family apart or have made your family
stronger?

13. Were you loved? How did you know?

Questions taken with permission from: Birren, HJ.E., Deutchman, D.E. (1991) Guiding
Autobiography Groups for Older Adults. Baltimore, MD: The John Hopkins University
Press.
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Please write a two page response to these questions to share with the group next week. You do
not need to address every question in your paper, only the ones that are significant for
you.

Assignment 3:  Your Major Life Work or Career

What is a career? It's your major life's work: It occupies your.energy, your activity, and
your time. A career, a life work, can have many forms. Usually we think of it as work outside the
home for pay.- A life work can also be found in being a husband, a wife, a parent, or in‘religious
devotion, in play, in art, in education; in community service. This does not necessarily involve a
salary or pay. People can have a number of careers, a sequence of careers, or both

What has been your major Ilfe s work or career?

Sensmzmg Questions -

1. How did you get into your major life work? How did you find it? Did you choose it
because your family.expected it? Was it because of a teacher you knew? Did your
appearance have anything to do with it? When did you begin your life work?

2. How early did you formulate your life career goals? What did you want to be when you

-grew up? How have childhood interests, passions, teachers influenced the path your life
work has taken? How much choice did you have?

3. What has been the developmental course of your life work? Has it been continuous?

Discontinuous? What have been the peaks and valleys? Have there been minor

setbacks? Major changes in.focus? Have you had a sequence or series of careers?

What have been the biggest influences in directing the path of your career once chosen?

For example, they may have been people, places, events?

If you do not have a major life work (yet), what would you like to do? Why?

If you have finished your major life work, how do you evaluate it?

How has your work provided new options? Limited options?

Are you “on time” 1n your career, or ahead or behind in terms of your expectations?

What have been (are) the challenges of your life work? Your successes? The

problems? The failures? o - "y,

10. if you have more than:one life-work ldentlty which of these has been most important to
you’? Why’? o :

11. What has been unlque’or specnal about your work (expenences” Place of work?. Travei?
Peop[e? RS . C

12. What have you enjoyed most'about your:life work? Least?

13. If you had to do' it oveFagaini; how wolild you develop differently along your life-work
path? Would you choose the same life work? Why or why not?

>

©®NOW

Questions taken with permission from: Birren, HJ.E., Deutchman, D.E. (1991) Guiding
Autobiography-Groups for Older Adults Baltlmore MD:: The John'Hopkins University
Press.
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