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"The grandfather or the grandmother gives the child the sense of the continuity which comes from 
a common life style, a shared religious tradition and cultural values, and particular experiences, 
which, told and re-told as a family saga, become part of the family folklore." 

t h e a u s p i c e s of t h e I s r a e l M i n i s t r y of 
S o c i a l W e l f a r e for 1 8 s o c i a l w o r k e r s A L T H O U G H t h e r e i s a n i n c r e a s i n g 

n u m b e r of g e r o n t o l o g y c o u r s e s , 
b o t h i n a c a d e m i c a n d i n n o n - a c a d e m i c 
s e t t i n g s , t h e r e i s s t i l l a s h o r t a g e of 
g o o d t e a c h i n g m a t e r i a l . O n e of t h e 
m o s t e x c i t i n g e d u c a t i o n a l t o o l s c a n b e 
s t u d e n t r e c o l l e c t i o n s a b o u t t h e i r 
g r a n d p a r e n t s . J u s t a s r e m i n i s c e n c e s of 
t h e a g e d a b o u t t h e i r p a s t e x p e r i e n c e s 
c a n h e l p t h e e l d e r l y cope w i t h t h e 
a g i n g p r o c e s s , 1 s o r e m i n i s c e n c e s a b o u t 
a n a g e d p e r s o n c a n h e l p s t u d e n t s l e a r n 
a b o u t t h e a g i n g p r o c e s s . D i s c u s s i o n s 
a b o u t g r a n d p a r e n t s a r e u s e f u l o n t w o 
l e v e l s . F i r s t , t h e b i o g r a p h i c a l f a c t s 
t h a t t h e s t u d e n t r e p o r t s c a n s e r v e a s 
i l l u s t r a t i o n s of g e n e r a l a g i n g c o n c e p t s 
u s e d i n t e a c h i n g of a s a n a t u r a l , c o m 
p l e x a n d m u l t i - p h a s e d p h e n o m e n o n . 
S e c o n d , d i s c u s s i o n s a b o u t g r a n d p a r 
e n t s c a n u n l o c k a t t i t u d e s a n d f e e l i n g s 
t h a t s t u d e n t s m a y n o t f e e l f r e e to 
e x p r e s s i n r e l a t i o n t o t h e i r c l i e n t s , b u t 
w h i c h i n e v i t a b l y co lor t h e w a y t h e y 
w i l l a c t a s s o c i a l w o r k p r o f e s s i o n a l s 
w i t h e l d e r l y p e o p l e . T h e e x p l o r a t i o n of 
t h e a p p r o p r i a t e u s e of t h e s e f e e l i n g s 
a n d a t t i t u d e s i n t h e t r e a t m e n t of 
c l i e n t s c a n l e a d to a f r e e r a n d l e s s 
s t e r e o t y p e d v i e w of t h e a g e d . 

T h e i m p o r t a n c e of r e m i n i s c e n c e s 
a b o u t g r a n d p a r e n t s w a s d e m o n s t r a t e d 
c l e a r l y t h i s y e a r d u r i n g a n i n e m o n t h 
i n - s e r v i c e t r a i n i n g c o u r s e h e l d u n d e r 

'See Al len Pincus , "Reminiscence in Ag ing and 
its Implication for Social Work Practice", Social 
Work Vol. 15, No. 3 (July 1970), pp.47-53, and 
Judith Liton and Sara C. Olste in , "Therapeutic 
Aspects of Reminiscence", Social Casework, May 
1969. 

a s s i g n e d t o s e r v e t h e a g e d i n p u b l i c 
w e l f a r e d i s t r i c t o f f i c e s i n T e l A v i v a n d 
s u r r o u n d i n g a r e a s . A l t h o u g h t h e g r o u p 
m e m b e r s w e r e a l l J e w i s h s o c i a l w o r k 
e r s w h o w e r e a c c l i m a t e d to t h e p r e v a i l 
i n g I s r a e l i c u l t u r e , i n m a n y r e s p e c t s 
t h e y w e r e a h e t e r o g e n e o u s g r o u p . 
T h e r e w e r e 13 w o m e n a n d f i v e m e n 
f r o m d i f f e r e n t c o u n t r i e s a n d d i v e r s e 
c u l t u r a l b a c k g r o u n d s O n l y f i v e of t h e 
18 s t u d e n t s w e r e b o r n i n I s rae l . T h e 
o t h e r s c a m e f r o m I s l a m i c c o u n t r i e s (2) 
E u r o p e ( 1 1 ) t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s (1) a n d 
S o u t h A m e r i c a (1) . M o s t of t h e s t u 
d e n t s w h o w e r e b o r n a b r o a d h a d c o m e 
t o I s r a e l a s s i n g l e a d u l t s a f t e r t h e 
h o l o c a u s t i n E u r o p e a n d W o r l d W a r II, 
b u t a f e w h a d c o m e e i t h e r a s r e f u g e e 
c h i l d r e n a l o n e or a c c o m p a n y i n g t h e i r 
i m m i g r a n t p a r e n t s . T h e y o u n g e s t 
m e m b e r of t h e c l a s s w a s i n h e r e a r l y 
t w e n t i e s , t h e e l d e s t i n h e r s i x t i e s . A l 
t h o u g h a f e w m e m b e r s of t h e g r o u p 
h a d c o m p l e t e d a u n i v e r s i t y e d u c a t i o n , 
m o s t of t h e g r o u p h a d n o t . T h e y h a d a n 
e q u a l l y w i d e r a n g e of e x p e r i e n c e in 
w o r k i n g w i t h t h e a g e d , r a n g i n g f r o m 
l e s s t h a n a y e a r t o m o r e t h a n t e n y e a r s . 

T h e c o u r s e w a s d e s i g n e d to p r e p a r e 
s t u d e n t s for d i r e c t s e r v i c e w i t h t h e 
a g e d . T h e c o u r s e c o n t e n t w a s d e v e l 
o p e d o n t w o t r a c k s . O n e t r a c k f o c u s e d 
o n t h e n a t u r e of t h e a g i n g p r o c e s s , t h e 
n e e d s of t h e a g e d , a n d a n e v a l u a t i o n of 
e x i s t i n g p o l i c i e s a n d s e r v i c e s for t h e 
a g e d . T h e s e c o n d t r a c k d e a l t w i t h prac 
t i c e a n d s k i l l s - d e v e l o p m e n t of t h e so 
c ia l w o r k e r . 
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It w a s i m p o r t a n t t o f ind a w a y to 
r e a c h e v e r y o n e i n t h e g r o u p ; to s e l e c t 
s o m e c o m m o n d e n o m i n a t o r t h a t w o u l d 
m a k e t h e c l a s s s e s s i o n s a g e n u i n e e d u 
c a t i o n a l e x p e r i e n c e . O n e of t h e f i r s t 
a s s i g n m e n t s w a s a r e q u e s t t h a t s t u 
d e n t s d e s c r i b e o n e of t h e o ld p e r s o n s i n 
t h e i r c a s e l o a d . T h e s t u d e n t a c c o u n t s 
w e r e b l a n d a n d c o l o r l e s s , w r i t t e n i n a 
k i n d of soc ia l w o r k j a r g o n t h a t b l u r r e d 
a n y r e s e m b l a n c e t o t h e s p e c i f i c , t h e 
p a r t i c u l a r or t h e d i s t i n c t i v e q u a l i t i e s 
of t h e i n d i v i d u a l . L a t e r t h e s t u d e n t s 
w e r e a s k e d t o d e s c r i b e t h e f i r s t o lder 
p e r s o n w h o h a d s o m e s i g n i f i c a n c e i n 
t h e i r l i v e s . M o s t s t u d e n t s d e s c r i b e d 
e i t h e r a g r a n d m o t h e r or a g r a n d f a t h e r . 
T h e i r r e m i n i s c e n c e s w e r e f r e s h , joy
o u s , a n d i m m e d i a t e . T h e m a n y c u l t u r a l 
d i f f e r e n c e s w i t h i n t h e g r o u p d i d n o t 
b l u r t h e c o m m o n t h r e a d s of a u n i v e r s a l 
h u m a n e x p e r i e n c e . 

T h e r e m i n i s c e n c e s a b o u t g r a n d p a r 
e n t s h e l p e d s t u d e n t s u n d e r s t a n d s o m e 
of t h e f o l l o w i n g c o n c e p t s a b o u t a g i n g : 

1. Aging is a sociological as well as a 
biological and psychological pheno
menon!. 

W e r e v i e w e d t h e l i t e r a t u r e w h i c h 
c o m p a r e d t h e p o s i t i o n of t h e a g e d i n 
t e c h n o l o g i c a l l y a d v a n c e d a n d i n d e v e l 
o p i n g c o u n t r i e s . W e d i s c u s s e d t h e e v i 
d e n c e w h i c h l e d i n v e s t i g a t o r s to con
c lude t h a t t h e a g e d w h o p o s s e s s e d 
s t r a t e g i c k n o w l e d g e h a d a h i g h soc ia l 
s t a t u s i n d e v e l o p i n g c o u n t r i e s c h a r a c 
t e r i z e d b y s t r o n g r e l i g i o u s t r a d i t i o n s , 
b i n d i n g k i n s h i p t i e s a n d e x t e n d e d f a m 
i l y p a t t e r n s . R e m i n i s c e n c e s a b o u t 
g r a n d p a r e n t s g a v e u s a d d i t i o n a l e v i 
d e n c e w h i c h i l l u s t r a t e d t h e s e g e n e r a l i 
z a t i o n s . 

F o r e x a m p l e , o n e s t u d e n t w h o w a s 
b o r n a n d b r o u g h t u p i n Morocco , re 
m e m b e r e d h e r g r a n d f a t h e r a s a m a n i n 
h i s s e v e n t i e s . S h e d e s c r i b e d h i m as : 

A fine looking bearded man of medium 
height , a lways well groomed and neat ly 

dressed. On the Sabbath and holy days, 
instead of h i s customary dark clothes he 
wore white . He used a cane, not because he 
needed help in walking, but as one of the 
s igns of age . A widower, h is children and 
grandchildren l ived in h i s home. Most of 
the t ime he w a s s tudying the Bible and the 
commentaries on the Bible . In the syn
agogue he w a s so respected that he was 
never called by name but addressed as 
Rabbi. A kindly man, he enjoyed ta lk ing 
wi th and teaching his grandchildren. 

S h e r e c a l l e d t h a t w h e n s h e w e n t t o 
t h e s y n a g o g u e w i t h h i m , c h i l d r e n a n d 
a d u l t s r a n t o w a r d h i m t o k i s s h i s h a n d , 
a n d h e w o u l d b l e s s t h e m . A s a l i t t l e 
g i r l , s h e f e l t t h a t s h e w a s h o n o r e d b y 
h a v i n g h i m a s h e r grandfa ther , . 

A s o t h e r s t u d e n t s w h o h a d b e e n 
b r o u g h t u p i n a g r i c u l t u r a l s o c i e t i e s 
d i s c u s s e d t h e i r r e c o l l e c t i o n s of t h e s u 
per ior s t a t u s of t h e i r g r a n d p a r e n t s 
w i t h i n e x t e n d e d f a m i l y g r o u p s , i t w a s 
a n a t u r a l n e x t s t e p t o d e s c r i b e t h e 
p r o b l e m s of t h e m a n y a g e d w h o h a d 
c o m e t o I s r a e l w h e n t h e y w e r e o ld a n d 
i l l . W e t h e n a n a l y z e d t h e r e a s o n s for 
t h e i r d i f f i c u l t i e s i n a d j u s t i n g t o a n 
i n d u s t r i a l i z e d s o c i e t y w i t h d i f f e r e n t 
c u l t u r a l v a l u e s , w h e r e t h e "non-prod
u c t i v e " a g e d h a v e a l o w s t a t u s , or a t 
b e s t , a s t a t u s t h a t i s a m b i g u o u s . 2 

T h e r e m i n i s c e n c e s a b o u t g r a n d p a r 
e n t s a l s o s t i m u l a t e d d i s c u s s i o n a b o u t 
t h e d i f f i c u l t i e s s o m e s t u d e n t s w e r e 
s t r u g g l i n g w i t h a s t h e y t r i e d t o r e l a t e 
to p e o p l e f r o m a t o t a l l y d i f f e r e n t cu l 
t u r a l b a c k g r o u n d . W e d i s c u s s e d t h e 
e t h n o c e n t r i s m of t h e a g e d t h e m s e l v e s , 
a n d t h e s e l f - s e g r e g a t i o n of v a r i o u s n a 
t i o n a l i t y g r o u p s e i t h e r w i t h i n i n s t i t u 
t i o n s or i n t h e c o m m u n i t y . W e a l s o 
e x p l o r e d s o m e of t h e c o n f l i c t i n g d e 
m a n d s o n t h e s o c i a l w o r k e r , t h a t i s , t o 

'Even in the kibbutzim, where it w a s antici
pated that Social ist egal i tar ianism would el imi
nate the s ta tus and role losses of the aged, there 
is abundant evidence that role s trains are pre
sent. See Yonina Talmon, "Aging in Israel", 
American Journal of Sociology, Vol. 67, No. 3 
(Nov. 1961). 
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be sensitive to the cultural imperatives 
of the different national groups, at the 
same time to be aware of her own 
cultural biases in dealing with people 
from other societies3. 

2. The individual life cycle is related 
to the family life cycle. Grandparents 
can be the transmitters of family tradi
tion. They can be symbols of family 
continuity or discontinuity. 

Through his relationship with his 
grandparents the child can experience 
some of the continuities and the discon
tinuities of his family life cycle. The 
child who knows his grandparents has 
a first hand experience of the family 
drama of which he is a part. The 
grandparents tell the child stories that 
have a special flavor. Only a grand
father can begin a story with the 
words, "Once upon a time when your 
Daddy was a little boy", or even, "Long, 
long ago when I was a little boy". The 
grandparent transmits the family tra
dition within his own unique cultural 
framework. By his very presence, the 
grandparent enriches the child's world. 
Thus: 

A h u m a n being, the fami ly reunion 
teaches , is a creature who: is born into a 
family , l ives wi thout and w i t h i n it, colors 
and shapes i t w i t h h i s being, br ings to it h i s 
gifts , h is acts , replenishes it w i th his chil
dren, and d imin i shes i t—his final shaping 
—with his own death.* 

The grandfather or the grandmother 
gives the child the sense of the continu-

*In a research s tudy of differences between 
urban aged from e i ther Oriental or European 
countries of origin, it w a s found that the two 
groups differed markedly wi th respect to house
hold organizat ion, contact w i t h children, social 
relat ionships outside the family , and patterns of 
le isure t ime activity. Differential services were 
recommended for these 2 groups. See Hannah 
Weihl , "Jewish Aged of Dif ferent Cultural Ori
g i n in Israel", The Gerontologist, Vol. 10 , No. 2 
(Summer, 1970). 

'Lesl ie Farber, "Family Reunion", Commen
tary, January 1974, p.42. 

ity which comes from a common life 
style, a shared religious tradition and 
cultural values, and particular experi
ences, which, told and re-told as a 
family saga become part of the family 
folklore. 

At the same time, grandparents can 
be, in themselves, examples of the dis
continuity of the family experience. 
The different reactions of social work 
students in the United States and in 
Israel illustrate this point. The United 
States is a nation of people who have 
descended from immigrants; Israel to 
this day is largely a nation of immi
grants. In the United States, students 
who were the grandchildren of immi
grants spoke of their grandparents as 
though they were an exotic people from 
another place as well as from another 
time. Student reactions in the United 
States confirmed sociological findings 
that the differences between the old 
and the young were greater than they 
had been in the past. These differences 
included the rural surroundings in 
which today's aged were raised, the 
large numbers who were foreign born, 
had a limited formal education, were 
manual workers if they were men, or 
housewives if they were women. In all 
these aspects they differed from their 
grandchildren; they shared neither in
terests, outlook on life, or lifestyles 
with them.5 

Some of the students in the United 
States had experienced role reversal as 
children. They became the teachers 
and interpreters, occasionally for their 
parents, more frequently for their 
grandparents. These young people, 
whether they were Chinese, southern 
Blacks, or Russian Jews, were sensi
tive to the differences between the slow-
paced rural past and the urban Ameri
can culture of which they were a part. 

''Zena S m i t h Blau , "Old A g e in a Chang ing 
Society", New Viewpoints, N e w York, 1973, pp. 
68-69 . 
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It was the grandchildren, thoroughly 
at home in their new environment, who 
were the mediators between the differ
ent cultures. They saw their role as 
helping the grandparents to under
stand, to adjust and to become assimi
lated into the new world. 

In Israel on the other hand, students 
usually had a more intimate involve
ment with the world of their grandpar
ents. For many students, immigrants 
themselves, it was a world they had 
known well before they were ripped out 
of it either by wars, by the massacre of 
Jews, or through their voluntary immi
gration to Israel. The tradition repre
sented by the grandparents belonged to 
a cherished past which was a part of 
their lost heritage. It was a past that 
was enshrined in an aura of sentiment, 
all the more treasured because its val
ues were alien to a modern industrial
ized society. 

In Israel, as in other countries, many 
students reported that they had been 
brought up by a grandmother acting 
with, or as a surrogate for, parents.6 In 
these instances, particularly if the re
lationship began when the child was 
very young, the grandchild was deeply 
involved with the grandparent. The 
role of the grandparent as the teller of 
family stories was always linked with 
the notion that the grandparent was 
the role model for standards of behav
ior. A typical comment is the following: 

She had great inf luence on m e s ince I 
saw her as a symbol of womanhood. A s a 
child I hoped to be l ike her. I loved to be 
wi th her and to l i s ten to stories of my 
childhood. 

"Peter Townsend, in The Family Lite of Old 
People, Penguin , London, p. 43 , notes that more 
than half of t h e grandparents in a work ing class 
section of London were involved in the regular 
care of their grandchi ldren. The s a m e percen
tages obtained for American middle-class fami
l ies . See Gordon Streib, "Family Patterns in 
Retirement", Journal of Social Issues, Vol. 14, 
No . 2 (1958). 

A student who had emigrated from 
Poland as an adult described her 
grandmother as a widow who had 
brought up her grandchildren after her 
own son and daughter-in-law died. She 
described her as: 

A strong woman. I don't remember her 
il l . S h e w a s tal l , erect, had whi te hair , dark 
e y e s of goodness , s trong hands , a colorful 
kerchief on her head. She a l w a y s wore long, 
dark dresses w i t h deep pockets . W e , the 
grandchildren were a lways curious to see 
w h a t grandma had in those pockets . Every
th ing w a s there—penci l , paper, s tr ings and 
sweets . I remember the l o n g win ter eve
n i n g s in d i s tant Poland w h e n w e (the 
grandchildren and grandmother) sat on the 
top of the s tove and she gave u s sponge cake 
she had made , w i t h hot tea or hot milk and 
told us s tories . 

While this student spoke admiringly 
of her grandmother's business ability 
which enabled her to maintain the 
family, the warmth of her grandmoth
er's loving attention to her was the 
keystone of her memories of her child
hood. 

When this student worked in the 
field, the aged person with whom she 
was most empathic was someone 
strong, self-reliant, but giving. She 
admitted that she had some difficulty 
working with "dependent" clients. She 
felt that if they were challenged appro
priately they could shake off their 
"lethargy" and be more self-reliant. 

Students did report that as children 
they had a relationship characterized 
by Townsend as "privileged disrespect 
between alternate generations."7 Par
ents were expected to maintain author
ity, grandparents sometimes were a 
loving refuge from the strictures of the 
parents. 

Simone de Beauvoir characterizes 
the special quality of the relationship 
between grandchildren and grandpar
ents as un-dramatic, because the child 
feels neither the resentment nor the 

I b i d , p. 106. 
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revolt which he expresses towards his 
parents. She says: 

T h e grandparents are spared al l those 
factors—desire for self- identif ication and 
compensat ion, fee l ings of gui l t and frustra
t ion—that cause t h e ambiva lence of the 
parental s tate . They can love the children 
in a completely dis interested, whol ly gener
ous m a n n e r because they have neither 
r ights nor responsibil i t ies; i t is not the 
grandparents w h o are required to as sume 
the thank le s s task of br inging them up, of 
s a y i n g no, and of sacrif icing the present to 
the future." 

De Beauvoir points out that despite 
the initial difficulty for both men and 
women at the beginning of their en
trance into what she calls the "reversed 
Oedipus" phase of grandparenthood, in 
general, women are more involved 
with the lives of their grandchildren 
and more able to tolerate the feeling 
that they are being "set back" a gener
ation, than men. Despite this observa
tion, there is no way of knowing how 
students perceived the respective influ
ence of grandmothers as against 
grandfathers. In addition, students 
tended to mention only the grandpar
ents with whom they had favorable 
relationships. There is no way of know
ing how many students had had unhap
py relationships with grandparents,9 

but if there were any they were cer
tainly only a few. 

It is no accident that in one of the 
best recent journalist accounts of the 
treatment of the aged in the United 
States, the author begins with remin
iscences of her grandparents. She 
writes, "My Grandfather Curtin used 

"Simone de Beauvoir , T h e Coming of Age, G. P. 
P u t n a m & Sons, N e w York, 1972, p.475. 

'There is some evidence that grandmothers do 
not a l w a y s exert a ben ign influence. See Maur-
ine Boie La Barre, Lucie Jessner , and Lon U s -
sery, "The Signif icance of Grandmothers in the 
Psychopathology of Children", American Jour
nal of Orthopsychiatry, Vol. XXX, No. 1 (1960), 
pp. 175-185. 

to refer to old age as "a hell of a long 
sentence, with no time off for good 
behavior".10 When she started writing 
the book, her young friends told her 
that the subject of aging was dull and 
boring, but they always pointed to one 
old person they knew and loved, who 
they felt was a special case. Similarly 
if students reminiscing about grand
parents can see that the aged are the 
aggregate of these special cases, they 
can begin to view the aged not as 
problems but as human beings of 
value. 

3. Each stage in the life cycle con
tains its own developmental tasks. 

The notion that each stage in the 
family life cycle contains developmen
tal tasks was clearer for students who 
could remember how their grandpar
ents had dealt with some of their life 
crises. As the grandchildren reviewed 
some of the ways their grandparents 
had adapted to changes, among them to 
widowhood, to retirement, to maintain
ing contact with children and grand
children, to having an interest in peo
ple outside the family, and to finding 
meanings in life, their behavior illus
trated the varied ways of dealing with 
the challenges faced by aged clients 
now, and in time to be faced by the 
students themselves. 

It did not seem to matter what 
grandparents were like; solemn or friv
olous, rich or poor, conventional or 
unconventional—if their grandchil
dren cherished their memories they 
valued those qualities they associated 
with a beloved figure. Thus one stu
dent, born in Israel wrote: 

My grandmother w a s very pretty and 
very va in about her appearance. A t that 
t ime (the beg inn ing of the forties) her 
appearance w a s very unusual for Israel. 
She dressed for her early morning shopping 

'"Sharon R. Curtin, Nobody Ever Died of Old 
Age, Litt le Brown & Co., Boston, 1972 , p.3. 
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with great care. She wore a parasol in the 
summer, an umbrella i n winter , g loves , and 
a lways walked wi th a s tra ight back. Her 
appearance spelled "elegance". Her home 
was full of beautiful objects that she had 
brought wi th her from Austr ia . S h e had one 
of the few grand pianos in the country. I 
loved to s i t at the piano and hear her play 
or l isten to her beautiful voice s inging. I 
used to go to concerts and to m u s e u m 
exhibits with her. She died when I was 12 
and it w a s a severe blow. 

Another student, equally loving, de
scribed her grandmother who lived 
with her family until her death. When 
her granddaughter first remembered 
her, she was: 

Approximately 65-70 , short, l ean , pale , 
a l w a y s dressed in dark colors. Her face 
reflected sadness , because of the deep pain 
at the loss of four of her sons who had 
emigrated to the Uni ted States , and w h o m 
she never saw again . S h e w a s easy going, 
quiet and a lways wi l l ing to help others. She 
a lways kept busy e i ther doing housework, 
v i s i t ing the sick. Because she was religious, 
she spent hours reading the Bible and go ing 
to the synagogue . Through her, a t a n ear ly 
age , I understood the real i t ies of l ife, that 
is , to s e e a g i n g as a n integral part of the 
business of l iv ing. 

A third student described the grand
mother she met for the first time when 
she was an adolescent. 

I m e t m y grandmother w h e n I came to 
Israel at the age of 14. I had imagined that 
s h e would be stooped, and that her face 
would be wrinkled. W h e n I saw her (she 
was then 72) I w a s surprised by her smooth 
face, her erect head, and her s tra ight car
riage when she walked. S h e dressed mod
estly, and a lways shone wi th c leanl iness . 
From the first m o m e n t we had a close 
relat ionship and a fee l ing t h a t we had 
k n o w n one another for years . S h e w a s a 
good hearted and generous woman, of wide 
horizons, who read m a n y books and w a s 
interested in politics. On every vis i t to us 
she w a s full of presents for me. We worried 
about her w a s t i n g money; more important 
w a s the fact that she w a s wi th us. 

All students emphasized two attrib
utes of a beloved grandparent. First 
those traits which made him a unique 

and special human being. Second, the 
way the grandparent coped with the 
biological changes of age, and with the 
role and status depletion. Third, the 
grandchild described himself as the 
delighted recipient—of gifts, of atten
tion and admiration and of love that 
was not counted or measured. 

4. Aging is normal, and aging and 
illness are not necessarily coincidental. 

The experience of students con
firmed the truth of this concept for 
them. That is, they tended to describe 
their grandparents as relatively 
healthy and to view their minor ail
ments as natural accompaniments of 
the aging process. Students, as chil
dren, had viewed their grandparents as 
healthy, infinitely old, and immortal. 
In retrospect as they discussed the fact 
that the aged represent two genera
tions, they saw in the treatment of 
their grandparents when they were 
very old, patterns of care that they did 
not feel should be perpetuated for their 
clients. Young people, without excep
tion, were aware of the hospitals, the 
homes for the aged, and the nursing 
homes for the chronically ill in which 
some of their grandparents received 
care at the very end of life. In several 
instances students said that watching 
grandparents "withering" in institu
tions convinced them that home care 
was the only decent solution to health 
problems of the aged. Some of the 
irrational resistance to institutional 
care of any kind for the aged—even 
needed care—clearly stemmed from 
childhood experiences in seeing grand
parents in institutions. 

5. Dying is normal and inevitable 
and death can be prepared for so that 
the end of life can have dignity and 
meaning. 

Wasser points out that the concept of 
losses is central to understanding per-
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s o n a l i t y d e v e l o p m e n t , a n d t h a t soc ia l 
w o r k e r s m u s t u n d e r s t a n d t h e m e a n i n g 
of g r i e f a n d m o u r n i n g if t h e y a re t o 
h e l p a n o l d e r p e r s o n cope w i t h h i s 
l o s s e s a n d r e g a i n h i s s e n s e of m a s t e r y 
of h i s e n v i r o n m e n t . 1 1 

T h e d e a t h of a g r a n d p a r e n t i s u s u a l 
l y t h e ch i ld ' s f i r s t e x p e r i e n c e w i t h 
d e a t h a n d w i t h l o s s . C h i l d r e n c o n 
c e r n e d a b o u t t h e p o s s i b i l i t y of t h e i r 
o w n d e a t h a r e u s u a l l y to ld t h a t d e a t h 
c o m e s o n l y t o t h e v e r y o ld , a n d i n t h i s 
s e n s e , t h a t d e a t h w i l l n o t c o m e t o t h e m 
i n a n y f u t u r e t i m e t h a t t h e y c a n for see . 
T h u s , a l i t t l e g i r l i s u s u a l l y t o l d t h a t 
n e i t h e r s h e n o r h e r m o t h e r w i l l d i e 
u n t i l t h e y h a v e g r o w n o ld e n o u g h t o b e 
g r a n d m o t h e r s or e v e n g r e a t - g r a n d 
m o t h e r s . 1 2 

A l t h o u g h t h e r e i s l i t t l e i n p r o f e s s i o n 
a l l i t e r a t u r e a b o u t t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p of 
c h i l d r e n t o t h e d e a t h of g r a n d p a r e n t s , 
w e k n o w t h a t i t i s n o t a l w a y s t h e 
n a t u r a l , n o n - t r a u m a t i c o c c u r r e n c e t h a t 
w e w a n t t o b e l i e v e i t t o b e . T h e ch i ld ' s 
r e a c t i o n t o t h e d e a t h of a g r a n d p a r e n t 
w i l l v a r y c o n s i d e r a b l y a c c o r d i n g t o t h e 
a g e of t h e c h i l d a t t h e t i m e of d e a t h . 
C h i l d r e n of t h e l a t e n c y or e l e m e n t a r y 
schoo l p e r i o d do n o t s e e d e a t h a s i rrev
e r s i b l e , b e t w e e n t h e a g e s of f i v e a n d 
n i n e , d e a t h i s p e r s o n i f i e d , a n d o n l y 
a f t e r t h e a g e of n i n e do c h i l d r e n b e g i n 
t o v i e w d e a t h a s a p r o c e s s w h i c h w i l l 
t a k e p l a c e i n a l l of u s , w h i c h m a r k s t h e 
e n d of corporea l l i f e . 1 3 

S t u d e n t s t a l k e d f r e e l y of t h e i r f ee l 
i n g s of l o s s w h e n a b e l o v e d g r a n d p a r -

"Edna Wasser, Creative Approaches in Case
work with the Aging, F S S A , 1966, p. 18. 

1 2 Robert A. Furman, "The Child's Reaction to 
Death in the Fami ly" in Bernard Schoenberg, 
Arthur C. Carr, David Peretz, and Aust in H. 
Kutscher, Loss and Grief: Psychological Manage
ment in Medical Practice, Columbia U. Press, 
1970, p. 72 . 

'"Maria H. Nagy , "The Child's Theories Con
cerning Death". Journal of Genetic Psychology, 
1948, 73: 2-27. 

e n t d i e d . S o m e s p o k e of t h e i r a n g e r a t 
h a v i n g b e e n a b a n d o n e d . S e v e r a l s t u 
d e n t s w h o s e g r a n d p a r e n t s d i e d be fore 
t h e y k n e w t h e m , s p o k e of f e e l i n g s of 
s h a m e a n d d e p r i v a t i o n t h a t t h e y w e r e 
s i n g l e d o u t a s c h i l d r e n w h o h a d n o 
g r a n d p a r e n t s . T h e y s p o k e of t e a c h e r s 
or o lder r e l a t i v e s w h o , t h e y f e l t , w e r e 
s u r r o g a t e g r a n d p a r e n t s t o t h e m . A f e w 
s t u d e n t s w h o s e g r a n d p a r e n t s h a d per
i s h e d i n t h e h o l o c a u s t i n E u r o p e s p o k e 
of t h e i r f e e l i n g s of g u i l t t h a t t h e y h a d 
s u r v i v e d a n d r e l a t i v e s h a d b e e n k i l l e d , 
b u t t h e s e f e e l i n g s w e r e r e l a t e d t o f a m i 
l y r a t h e r t h a n s p e c i f i c a l l y t o g r a n d p a r 
e n t s . 

T h e d e a t h of g r a n d p a r e n t s u s u a l l y 
i n t r o d u c e s t h e c o n c e p t of d e a t h to t h e 
c h i l d . A l t h o u g h t h e i n t e n s i t y of t h e 
r e l a t i o n s h i p t h a t a n t e d a t e d t h e l o s s , 
t h e a g e a n d t h e e m o t i o n a l m a t u r i t y of 
t h e c h i l d , a n d t h e e x a c t c i r c u m s t a n c e s 
of t h e l o s s a l l v a r y w i t h t h e i n d i v i d u a l , 
t h e ch i ld ' s w a y of d e a l i n g w i t h t h e 
k n o w l e d g e a n d w i t h t h i s e a r l y g r i e f 
a n d l o s s ( a v o i d a n c e a n d d e n i a l , or a c 
c e p t a n c e a n d t h e w o r k i n g t h r o u g h of 
gr i e f ) w i l l b e f a c t o r s i n t h e f o r m a t i o n 
of h i s a t t i t u d e s t o w a r d a g i n g a n d d e a t h 
w h e n h e i s a n a d u l t . A s a s o c i a l w o r k e r 
w i t h t h e a g e d , i t i s e s s e n t i a l for t h e 
w o r k e r t o b e a w a r e of, a n d t o h a v e 
d e a l t w i t h h i s o w n r e a c t i o n s t o d e a t h 
a n d los s . 

Conclusion 

G r a n d p a r e n t s a r e t h e f i r s t a g e d peo 
p l e w i t h w h o m a c h i l d m a y h a v e h a d a 
c l o s e r e l a t i o n s h i p . C h i l d r e n w h o h a d 
c lose a s s o c i a t i o n s w i t h g r a n d p a r e n t s 
a r e m o r e l i k e l y w h e n t h e y b e c o m e a d 
u l t s t o p e r c e i v e of t h e a g e d a s v i t a l 
h u m a n b e i n g s , w h o m a y n e e d h e l p i n 
t i m e s of c r i s e s , b u t w h o w a n t t o r e m a i n 
s e l f - d i r e c t i n g a s l o n g a s p o s s i b l e . 

T h e r e i s s o m e e v i d e n c e t h a t s t u d e n t s 
w h o r e p o r t e d p l e a s u r a b l e m e m o r i e s of 
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t h e i r g r a n d p a r e n t s h a d h i g h e r p o s i t i v e 
r e a c t i o n s t o o ld p e o p l e t h a n t h o s e w i t h 
u n p l e a s a n t or n e u t r a l m e m o r i e s . 1 4 A l 
t h o u g h w e r e c o g n i z e t h a t t h e s e m e m o 
r i e s are h i g h l y s e l e c t i v e a n d i n f l u e n c e d 
by t h e s t u d e n t ' s p e r s o n a l i t y — t h e s e 
r e c o l l e c t i o n s of e a r l i e r e x p e r i e n c e s 
w i t h l i f e , l o v i n g a n d d e a t h , a r e v i v i d 
a n d e m o t i o n l a d e n . T h e c h a l l e n g e i s 
h o w w e c a n u s e t h e s e s t u d e n t r e m i n i s c 
e n c e s i n t e a c h i n g s o t h a t t h e w o r k e r 
c a n b e c o m e a m o r e e f f e c t i v e p r a c t i t i o n 
er . 

R e m i n i s c e n c e s of g r a n d p a r e n t s c a n 
b e u s e d t o t e a c h t h e s o c i o l o g i c a l c o n 
c e p t of ro l e a m b i g u i t y . W e c a n b e c o m e 
m o r e s e n s i t i v e to t h e f a c t t h a t m a n y of 
t h e a g e d are s t i l l , i n I r v i n g R o s o w ' s 
f e l i c i t o u s p h r a s e " w i t h u s b u t n o t of 
u s " . 1 5 U n d e r s t a n d i n g g r a n d p a r e n t h o o d 
a s a n a m b i g u o u s ro l e w i t h o u t c l e a r c u t 
r i g h t s a n d r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s m a k e s i t 
e a s i e r t o u n d e r s t a n d s o m e of t h e ro le 
s t r a i n s t o w h i c h m i d d l e - a g e d a s w e l l a s 
a g e d c l i e n t s a r e r e a c t i n g . 1 6 

E x p e r i e n c e w i t h g r a n d p a r e n t s c a n 
i l l u s t r a t e c e r t a i n p s y c h i a t r i c c o n c e p t s . 
It h a s b e e n s u g g e s t e d t h a t s t u d e n t s 
w h o f e l t g u i l t y a b o u t r e l a t i o n s h i p s 
w i t h p a r e n t s a n d g r a n d p a r e n t s m i g h t 
t r y t o o v e r p r o t e c t t h e o l d e r c l i e n t . C o n 
v e r s e l y , c o u n t e r - t r a n s f e r e n c e r e a c t i o n s 
m i g h t b e s t i r r e d u p i n y o u n g s t u d e n t s 
s t r u g g l i n g t o w o r k o u t t h e i r s e p a r a t i o n 
f r o m p a r e n t s . I n t h i s i n s t a n c e t h e y 
m i g h t u n c o n s c i o u s l y w i t h h o l d e m o -

1 4 A n n Hudis , "An Introductory Course in Ger
ontology: Deve lopment and Evaluat ion", The 
Gerontologist, Vol. 14, No. 4 (Aug. 1974). 

1 5 Irving Rosow, "And Then We Were Old", 
Transaction, January-February, 1965. 

"There is some evidence that , contrary to 
popular belief, some older s tudents in the U.S. 
continue to mainta in posit ive re lat ionships wi th 
grandparents . See J. Robertson and V. Wood 
"Significance of Grandparents: Perceptions of 
their Young Adult Grandchildren", The Geron
tologist, October 1974, Vol. 14, No. 5, Part II, p. 
75. 

t i o n a l s u p p o r t i n d e a l i n g w i t h a n o l d e r 
c l i e n t . 1 7 

S o m e t i m e s c l a s s d i s c u s s i o n c a n h e l p 
s t u d e n t s s e e t h a t t h e o v e r - i d e a l i z e d 
g r a n d p a r e n t of t h e " G o l d e n A g e " of 
t h e i r c h i l d h o o d bore l i t t l e r e l a t i o n s h i p 
t o t h e p e r s o n t h e y h a d a c t u a l l y k n o w n . 
T h e s e s t u d e n t s n e e d e d t o r e l a x s o m e of 
t h e i r r i g i d s t a n d a r d s for c l i e n t b e h a v 
ior , a n d to b e a b l e to w o r k w i t h s o m e of 
t h e i m p e r f e c t h u m a n b e i n g s w h o c o m 
p r i s e d t h e i r c a s e l o a d s . 

S o m e s t u d e n t s f o u n d t h e ro le of 
g r a n d c h i l d s o g r a t i f y i n g t h a t t h e y c o n 
t i n u e d i t i n t r y i n g t o f o r m a r e l a t i o n 
s h i p w i t h t h e i r o l d e r c l i e n t s . F o r e x a m 
p l e , o n e s t u d e n t r e p o r t e d t h a t w h e n s h e 
b e g a n w o r k i n g s h e a d d r e s s e d a l l h e r 
w o m e n c l i e n t s a s " G r a n n y " , u n t i l o n e 
c l i e n t t o l d h e r s h a r p l y t h a t t h e y w e r 
e n ' t r e l a t e d . C l a s s d i s c u s s i o n s of t r a n s 
f e r e n c e a n d c o u n t e r - t r a n s f e r e n c e t o o k 
o n m o r e m e a n i n g a f t e r t h i s report . 

I n t h o s e f e w i n s t a n c e s w h e r e s t u 
d e n t s h a d c l o s e a n d c o n t i n u i n g r e l a 
t i o n s h i p s w i t h g r a n d p a r e n t s w h i c h 
c o n t i n u e d i n t o a d u l t h o o d , t h e c o n c e p t s 
of l i f e c y c l e a n d d e v e l o p m e n t a l s t a g e s 
w e r e u s e f u l p r a c t i c a l a s w e l l a s t h e o 
r e t i c a l c o n s t r u c t s . F o r t h e m a j o r i t y of 
s t u d e n t s w h o , i n a p e e r - o r i e n t e d , a g e -
s e g r e g a t e d s o c i e t y h a d l i t t l e c o n t a c t 
w i t h t h e v e r y o ld , r e m i n i s c e n c e s a b o u t 
g r a n d p a r e n t s w e r e t h e i r p r i m a r y 
"source m a t e r i a l " . 

T h e m o s t i m p o r t a n t f u n c t i o n of t h e s e 
r e m i n i s c e n c e s w e r e t h a t t h e y h e l p e d t o 
l e s s e n s o m e of t h e f e e l i n g of e s t r a n g e 
m e n t f r o m t h e p r o c e s s of g r o w i n g o ld . 
S t u d e n t s w h o r e c r e a t e t h e i n f i n i t e v a 
r i e t y of t h e i r g r a n d p a r e n t s ' l i v e s a r e i n 
n o d a n g e r of s t e r e o t y p i n g t h e a g i n g . It 
i s t h e s t e r e o t y p i n g w h i c h l e a d s to t h e 

"Elinor P. Zaki, "Casework with the Aging", 
S u m m a r y of Workshop Discuss ions , p. 2 7 3 , So
cial Casework, Vol. XLIL, May-June 1961, p. 
273. 

247 



GRANDPARENTS REDISCOVERED 

separation between the generations. 
Neugarten writes: 

So long as we believe that old people are 
poor, isolated, sick and unhappy (or, to the 
contrary, powerful, rigid and reactionary) 
we find the prospect of old age particularly 
unattractive. We can then separate our
selves comfortably from older persons and 
relegate them to inferior status. 1 8 

Student reminiscences of grandpar
ents help them to see the differentia
tion and uniqueness of many older 
people and how the differentiation con
t inues throughout the life cycle. 

Recollections about grandparents 
help to remind the student that the 

, 8 Bernice Neugar ten , "Grow Old Along with 
Me! The Bes t is Yet to Be", Psychology Today 
December 1971, p. 46. 

aged he wishes to help continue to be 
h i s teachers. For the young, the pros
pect of their own aging and death are 
remote and frightening contingencies 
and they defer thinking about or study
ing these painful subjects as long as 
possible. Through guided reminiscence 
about significant aged persons in his 
past the student can be brought into 
creative contact with his own aging. He 
can learn to care for the aged, not 
because they are a special group who 
need protection and isolation, but be
cause he cares for people of all ages and 
expects that through the disciplined 
use of self, he can bring his cl ients of 
every age, not just the enhancement of 
their current social functioning, but 
also realistic hope for the future. 
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The Impact of Changing Lifestyles 
on a Family Service Agency* 

SOPHIE HARRIS 

Senior Caseworker, Jewish Family and Community Service, Chicago, Illinois 

"What will destroy us is not change, but our inability to change—both as individuals and as a social 
system. It is only by welcoming innovation, experiment, and change that a society based on man's 
capacity to love man can come into being". 

I N R E C E N T years the Jewish Family 
and Community Service of Chicago 

became aware through the client—our 
best source of learning and education— 
that we needed to reexamine our cur
rent practice. We found that our pro
fessional skil ls were not a lways used as 
effectively with cases involving new 
life styles. In examining the problem of 
the worker, it became evident that our 
own values interfered with use of our 
treatment skil ls . A n increasing percen
tage of our intake requests centered 
around problems emerging in the 
framework of non-traditional family 
life styles. We wondered whether we 
would see still more such cases if we 
resolved our own value conflicts, which 
would make us more available to these 
clients. 

For example, a few years ago we did 
not see homosexual couples, clients in 
group marriages and young unmarried 
couples l iv ing together, nor did we get 
such telephone intake calls as a 
19-year-old, Jewish , middle-class, un
married woman requesting counsell ing 
because she never had achieved or
gasm. The impact on the worker of 
such requests sharply brought to the 
attention of administration that staff 
was ready to examine the new types of 
client requests and to find ways to 
acquire the skills to meet the requests. 
It became clear that to be effective in 
broadening our skil ls we needed to 

explore workers' values and biases re
lated to the clients' new social patterns. 
We also needed to integrate changing 
values with Jewish values. To help 
meet staff's needs, a seminar was set 
up to look at various aspects of chang
ing social patterns in our Jewish com
munity. Our seminar explored three 
areas: 

1. Effect on practice of changing so
cial patterns 

2. Workers' values regarding var
iant life styles 

3. Agency's need and readiness to 
change its image in the Jewish 
community 

The seminar was tremendously help
ful in highl ight ing and del ineating 
some of the problems and di lemmas we 
face in serving increasing numbers of 
clients involved in new modes of living. 
This article deals with many of the 
questions and di lemmas we face in our 
practice today. We are fully aware that 
we do not have the answers and do not 
presume to offer any here. We do hope, 
however, to pose significant questions 
for consideration because we all need 
to put our minds to these issues and 
come to terms with them. 

Inasmuch as we are a family agency 
and for the past several years our focus 
has been on family treatment, we 
started in the seminar to look at to
day's family. In the not too distant past 
we used the "intact" family in staff 
training. Now we needed to explore 
such categories as divorce and the 
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* Presented at the Annual Meet ing of the 
Nat ional Conference of J e w i s h Communal Ser
vice, Grossinger, N e w York, J u n e 9, 1975. 


