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Older adults enjoy and need educational programs that are intellectually 
stimulating. In response to their requests, many colleges and universities have 
begun to offer non-credit courses specifically planned for the older student. 
This booklet is a guide to such programs. Planning and presentation sugges
tions are given and a sample topic , .. From the Thirties Through the Truman 
Years, " is outlined. 



Planning A Program 
Topics, Materials and Activities 

When planning a program for older adults stereotyping should be avoided. 
We know that individuals age in different ways and at different rates, and just 
as interests of individuals differ and vary at 30 so will they differ and vary at 70. 
However, some generalizations can be made and are useful in planning a 
program . For example, individuals over 65 entered their adult years in the 30s, 
lived adult lives during the 40s and 50s, and undoubtedly know a great deal 
about the history and humanities of the period. They know what happened in 
the nation in general and in their part of the world in particular during that era. 
It is a safe ass umption that because they have first hand knowledge about the 
art, music, literature and politics of the time that they will have an interest in a 
class titled .. From the Thirties Through the Truman Years." 

Just as the topic should come from the interests and needs of the students, 
so should the methods and materials be appropriate and relate to the elderly 
audience: 

• Older adults often reject programs in which they cannot be actively 
involved; older adults want to be heard . Older students should be en
couraged to participate by asking questions, offering suggestions and 
comments , and by contributing pictures, books , records and artifacts from 
their personal collections. Many members of the group can, at times, be
come the teacher of the group and share important background infor
mation that only they may possess . 
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• The lecture/listen method should be used in moderation. Chatting with a 
friend , discussing in small groups , panels, participant's presentations, 
films, slides , and records, often are more effective than listening to a 
lecture. 
• Top quality audio-visual aids help everyone, especially those with loss of 
visual or auditory acquity. Visuals such as slides and transparencies 
should be large , have well defined edges and contain a minimum of print 
and no small print. When the visual is no longer needed projectors should 
be turned off to eliminate distraction . 
• Speakers need to establish eye contact with members of the audience, 
speak distinctly and show enthusiasm for their subject and respect for their 
audience . 

Location, Scheduling and Cost 
It is crucial that the class be scheduled at a location convenient for the 

elderly participants. Nutrition sites , senior centers and nursing homes are 
often suitable locations. Check with directors , well in advance of the course 
opening, to reserve rooms and facilities needed. 

If the course is not offered within easy walking distance, transportation 
problems must be cleared away in order to have good attendance from the 
very first session. 

Schedule the classes for short sessions and with frequent breaks. 
Courses are usually offered on a non-credit basis with no fee or a minimal 

fee. One college felt involvement was increased by participants to pay a dollar 
for materials. 
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A SAMPLE PROGRAM 
From the Thirties 

Through the Truman Years 
The following model course relates to the history and humanities of the 

United States during the twenty year period of approximately 1930 to 1953. 

Choosing The Topic 
The program planners chose the topic of the 30s, 40s and early 50s as a 

model program topic because it was assumed older adults would have first
hand knowledge of the times. In the class, "From the Thirties Through the 
Truman Years," approximately 23 years were explored through the painting, 
music, politics, and literature of the era. 

Involving The Student 
More important than gaining the facts is the involvement of the older 

learners. Understanding the major happenings of the years may motivate 
learners to study in greater depth the past events of their lifetime. The 
planners need to arouse memory and stimulate thinking by providing infor
mation that might lead to further reading, discussion , and sharing of thoughts. 
Each person can relate to the chosen topic through personal experience. 

Programs of this nature provide an understanding of the value of one's own 
experience and how important it is to maintain and increase education. One 
educator ( Clayton, I 979) 1 discussing older adult learners stated " ... The 
mind's hunger for the intellectual and cultural possibility is as urgent and 
critical to a person's health as the need of the body for food. " 

Scheduling 
The discussions may be divided into four one-hour sessions or eight 

one-hour sessions. The time should be determined by the extent of the 
audience participation and enthusiasm. One or two sessions of politics , 
music, art and literature of the era could be allotted. 

Advertising 
Announce the program on appropriate bulletin boards and in newsletters. 

Directors of adult centers should be kept informed. 

' Clayton, Barbara. ··1n110\'/ltio11s at Rolla··. N i' H'S £.rehan g<'. Misso11ri Association 
ji1r Adult Co11ti1111i11g Ed11catio11. Volume VI I , Number 2. March. 1980. 
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Course Content 
Politics 
Suggestions for the Political Discussion 

It might be well to review some of the political history of I 930 to I 953 prior 
to leading this discussion. 

Two readily available sources, to be found at the public library are The 
World Book Encyclopedia, Field Enterprises Educational Corporation, Chi
cago, and The New Book of Knowledge, Grolier Incorporated , New York, 
1979. 

Search out information under these titles. 
Depressions and Recessions 
World War II 
Franklin D. Roosevelt 
Harry S. Truman 

Booklist for the Political Section 

For those who wish to read more about the politics of the era, these books 
should be helpful and available at any public library. 
Bishop , Jim. FDR's last Year, April 1944 - 1945 , William Morrow & 
Company, Inc ., New York, 1974. 
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MacIntyre, Donald. The Naval War Against Hitler, Charles Scribner's Sons, 
New York, 1971. 
Truman, Margaret, Harry S. Truman, William Morrow & Company, Inc., 
New York, 1973. 

Capsule of Events 

The older students in this course were deeply affected by two major events 
which occurred in the 30s and 40s. During the 30s the nation experienced a 
deep financial crisis named for its emotional and economic devestation, the 
depression. At the same time in Europe the Nazi regime was creating the 
stimulus which would bring the United States into war. World War II and its 
aftermath dominated the mood of the 40s and early 50s. 

These events were reflected by the defeat of the Republican candidate, 
Herbert Hoover, and the subsequent coming to power of a Democrat, Frank
lin Delano Roosevelt, in 1933. Truman, Roosevelt's successor, served from 
1945 to 1953. 

The political consequences of events in the period are probably better 
known than how these events influenced the arts. 
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Literature 
Capsule of Events 

Many books closely reflected the mood of the thirties . John Steinbeck in 
Grapes of Wrath depicted the economic struggle as well as the struggle that 
was occurring against encroaching industrialism. Writers, such as Steinbeck 
in Grapes of Wrath and William Faulkner in Go Down, Moses, expressed the 
concept that America was two societies, agrarian and industrial, and these 
societies were in conflict. 

The strong domination of an agricultural society was diminished by in
dustrialism. World War II firmly established industrial society production 
for profit which brought a need for salesmen to plant in the minds of the 
people the desire for machine-made products. The goals and values of one 
such salesman influenced by a technological society are explored by Arthur 
Miller in Death of a Salesman. J. D. Salinger so probed the values of 
alienated youth in Catcher in the Rye published in I 951. The Invisible Man 
by Ralph Ellison symbolized the awakening racial struggle of the fifties. 
Another symbolic struggle of man versus society is portrayed in The Old Man 
and the Sea by Ernest Hemingway. 

Painting 
Capsule of Events 

Prior to 1930, painting in America had been affected by European in
fluences. With the economic crash of the 30s , artists' attitudes turned in
ward and a mood of America for Americans prevailed throughout the country, 
giving rise to the concept of American Art for Americans . Industrialism 
troubled painters, as it troubled writers. The depression brought a desire to 
turn back to the land-the food source. 

The glamour and pride in green fields , at least in the midwest, led to an art 
era of the 30s and 40s known as regionalism-a narrowed down concept of 
Americanism. 

Three prominent regional is ts were Thomas Hart Benton from Missouri, 
John Stewart Curry from Kansas, and Grant Wood from Iowa . Their works 
reflect feelings of love of the land and its people. 

Regionalism , because it responded directly to people and their problems , 
translated easily into social observations. Thomas Hart Benton's murals in 
the senate lounge of the Missouri State Capitol are instances of such social 
statements. 

Edward Hopper captured the melancholy found in cities during the 40s 
and 50s. Andrew Wyeth, another realist, combined the beauty of America's 
land and people. 

Many styles of painting prevailed during the 30s, 40s and early 50s. The 
realists and regionalists, however, more closely portrayed daily existence and 
reflected the social struggle of the age. 
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Popular Music 
Capsule of Events 

Hundreds of music publishers were established before 1930, but the de
pression quickly shut down the presses due to lack of capital. The recording 
business also felt the blunt of the economic disaster of the era . The 200-300 
companies dwindled to three major labels: American, Victor and Decca. 

Musicians by the thousands were out of work. A few white society bands 
survived. One black jazz band, Duke Ellington's, survived by transferring to 
Europe for a few years. 

One segment of the music world dealt with the dilemma by re-introducing 
a musical style from the early 1900s. In the early part of the century the style 
was sometimes called fast western or rolling style. These styles emerged in 
the thirties as "boogie woogie.·· Boogie woogie's full piano style allowed one 
player to take the place of many musicians and led to the fad called · 'house 
parties ." House parties were often held in a musician's home and admission 
was charged. 

The music industry actually began to come out of the depression by 1935 
through the film industry ' s use of songs. The pop tunes of the day started 
coming from the silver screen. The Broadway Theatre was rejuvenated during 
the 30s. Radio became increasingly popular and gave great impetus to the sale 
of records and sheet music. Your Hit Pamde began in 1935, reflecting the 
interest in records and sheet music. 

In the 30s the big bands created the swing style. The swing bands of Benny 
Goodman, Artie Shaw, and the Dorsey Brothers all began in the mid-30s. In 
1938, Glen Miller released such smash hits as In the Mood and Lirrle Brown 
Jug which enjoyed great popularity in the forties. 

Benny Goodman may have signaled the end of swing when he dis-
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assembled his band in 1944 . After that it was an age of "crooners" with 
such big names as Bing Crosby, Frank Sinatra, Nat King Cole, and others. 

By 1947, "belters" like Johnny Ray, Frankie Laine, and Teresa Brewer 
were big names on the charts. This style was epitomized in Johnny Ray's 1951 
hit, Cry. Vocal groups also became extremely popular and the Mills Brothers 
Glow Worm was a smash hit of 1952. 

Suggestions for Discussion Leaders in Presenting the Literature, Painting 
and Music Sections: 

Cassette tape lectures of the literature, painting and music sections of 
"From the Thirties Through the Truman Years" are available for loan. If you 
wish to borrow any one or all three of thes tapes send your request to: 

Extension Education 
222 Whitten Hall 
University of Missouri-Columbia 
Columbia, Missouri 65211 

Book List for the Literature Section: 

I'll Take My Stand: The South and the Agrarian Tradition, by Twelve South
erners, Preface by Louis D. Rubin (Harper Torchbook), (essays) 

Go Down , Moses , William Faulkner (Modem Library), (short stories) 

Th e Grapes of Wrath , John Steinbeck (Viking Compass), (novel) 

Death of a Salesman , Arthur Miller (Viking Compass), (play) 

Catcher in the Rye, J. D. Salinger (Bantam), (novel) 

Invisible Man , Ralph Ellison (Signet), (novel) 

The Old Man and the S ea, Ernest Hemingway (Scribners), (novella) 

A Selected Discography for the Popular Music Section: 

Lewis , Meade Lux. "Honky Tonk Train, " Smithsonian Collection of Classic 
Jazz, Columbia Special Products, P6 11891 

Dorsey, Tommy, " Marie ," Best of Tommy Dorsey, MCA4074E 

Shaw, Artie . "Begin the Beguine," Greatest Hits, Camden A DL-0590E 

Goodman, Benny, " Sing , Sing, Sing," Carnegie Hall-1938, Columbia CL-
814/6 

Miller, Glenn, " In the Mood ," Original Recordings , Camden S-829E 

Gillespie , Dizzy and Charlie Parker. "Ko-Ko," Smithsonian Collection of 
Classic Jazz (see above) 

Sinatra, Frank , "Be Careful, Its My Heart ," I Remember Tommy, Reprise 
S-1003 

Crosby, Bing," Don't Fence Me In," Harlequin 11313E 

Mills Brothers. " Glow Worm," MCA 4039E 

Ray, Johnny. "Cry," Greatest Hits , CBS CSP EN-13086 
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Conclusion 
Successful programs for older adult learners have common elements . A 

basic factor to such a successful program is a leader who is enthusiastic about 
the project. Such leaders typically work hard to involve the elderly in the 
planning, organize thoroughly, study the topic and add to their own back
ground knowledge, select appropriate resource people and materials , and 
most importantly they care about the older adults who are their students. 

The following checklist may be of help to those planning an educational 
program for older adults. 

A Checklist For The Older Adult Program 
I. Is the location convenient for the older adult? If possible, take the 

program to the participants, not vice-versa. 
__ 2. Will the topic appeal to the older adult learner? Consider back

ground, experiences, needs, and interests in planning the program. 
__ 3. Are the learners involved in planning the program? The older stu

dent must have a say in choosing topics , planning the location, 
scheduling and in curriculum development. 



__ 4. Are the learners involved in presenting the program? The older 
learner can become involved in small and large group discussions, 
skits, panels and in major presentations , and in creation of useful 
materials. 

__ 5. Is the program well advertised? Information about the classes 
should be well distributed in appropriate locations and far enough in 
advance for the students to make plans to attend. Directors of adult 
centers as well as church and synagogue leaders should be kept in
formed. 

__ 6. Are the materials appropriate for the audience as well as for the 
topic? It is important to have top quality tapes, recordings , trans
parencies, etc. 

__ 7. Have resource guests been informed of the special needs of the 
audience? Guests should know how their contributions fit into the 
total curriculum, about time limitations , about the need for excel
lent audio-visual materials , etc. 

__ 8. Is there an evaluation of the program ? To help in planning future 
programs the participants and leaders should have a voice in ongoing 
and in the final eval.iation. 
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