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Introduction

Despite all the good and exciting things going on in our field, I think gerontological education has got a problem. And I think AGHE has got a problem. And, in fact, the two are pretty obviously linked. Further, I think the problem is a BIG problem, and I think all the solutions we have tried so far are not working. So we have to look for new ones, because if we don’t, we may be witnessing the demise—or at least the eclipse—of our field. In fact, I think it is pretty clear that our beloved organization, AGHE, is on its last legs and may not be salvageable. 

Or, it may be—if we can find a new business model and plot a new course. Today I depart from the normal form of Tibbitts lectures to share with you my analysis of how we got to this point and a few ideas that may form the basis for some new solutions to our AGHE problem.

State of the Association


As I said, the state of AGHE is closely linked with the state of gerontology education as a whole. What helps one should help the other, though not necessarily. It may be that the field can manage without us, but I doubt it would have as clear a direction or as much vibrancy without AGHE around.


The field of gerontology has suffered these past 20 years from several problems, endemic to all social movements:

1. As the gerontological education movement flourished and we were successful in establishing outposts in more locations, the number of programs—and AGHE members—increased, but they also grew more diverse and dispersed, and program models and concepts inevitably diverged. It became harder to find common ground on which to forge consensus about goals, let alone means. 

2. Most of our gerontology programs have encountered the inevitable academic cycles of boom and bust, threatening our sense of security and intensifying our need to insure our own survival. It can be argued that, over the past 20 years, we program directors and participants became more concerned about our own skins at home than about the field as a whole. In other words, our immediate, perceived interests began to diverge from those of the field or our association. This had the effect of weakening ties to AGHE, making attendance at meetings a nicety, rather than a necessity, and also weakening the committee structure. For me, the essence of AGHE involvement is not presenting a paper or poster at the annual meeting—as valuable as those are—but  active membership on a committee. Our goal should be to involve every faculty member at every member school (and all the students we can attract) on an AGHE committee where they can learn to appreciate AGHE’s value and be groomed for leadership, both within AGHE and on their own campuses.
3. Beginning in the late 1980s, both the field and AGHE experienced “leadership shift,” as the first generation of gerontologists (our own “Greatest Generation”) began to retire from their university and college posts, some involuntarily, caught by the academic exception in the Age Discrimination in Employment Act, as amended in 1985, to allow higher education to hang on to their discriminatory mandatory retirement age of 70, if they wanted to, until 1992. Most did want to, fearful of a bunch of old people in the classrooms, stultifying their students, slowing down their fields, and generally clogging up the system, so many of our most experienced senior faculty were forced to leave the field, though others in that generation simply wanted to enjoy the benefits of retirement.


AGHE too turned to younger, boomer-generation leaders in the late 80s and 90s as the founders began to pass from the scene. I well remember sitting at a restaurant table with a large group of AGHE staff and committee chairs at a GSA meeting in San Antonio in the mid-80s and discovering that most of us were born in 1945. Obviously, many AGHE leaders since then were not born in that particular year, but since 1989, of the 15 AGHE presidents, only one was born before the 1940s, and only two after it. There is nothing inherently wrong or unstable about generational succession, if the organization has prepared for it. I believe AGHE largely failed to see that natural transition for the crucial shift it was, even as it was occurring, or to plan for it wisely. Now, we are facing another such leadership transition, and I’m not aware that we have given this any thought at all.
4. A final weakness of the field—and of AGHE—is that it has always been dominated by the larger institutions, the universities, where resources were greatest. This may have been predictable, but it was not smart or fair. We can assume that many faculty from 2-year or small 4-year schools possess both the intelligence and the leadership skills to function well in a national arena. We simply have seemed always to gravitate toward leaders from larger institutions. I am aware of only one candidate for AGHE president from a community college (he lost) and very few from schools without graduate programs.
So, what is our current situation? First, what about our members?


Some programs of long standing and, we thought, permanence, have been abandoned, cancelled. They died. In keeping with our difficulty with death, we say they “went away.”  Or, they were absorbed into larger units that cared less for their involvement with AGHE. From what I hear, this is a trend that is likely to continue.

Many programs that were planned or tried did not “make it.” They never were established or they could not survive the normal buffeting of the first 3 years: unkept promises, budget crises, leadership discontinuity, poor planning, faculty conflict. Most of these programs never managed to find AGHE, or if they did, they didn’t have time to use its advice or support system.  In Georgia alone I am aware of many programs and efforts that came and went after a few years: Kennesaw State, State University of West Georgia, Albany State, North Georgia College, Augusta College, Georgia Southern University, and Valdosta State University. You are aware of examples from your own states.


The most important and most destructive fact of current AGHE reality is this:  Many new programs that did survive and did join us in the 90s or in the past decade simply failed to receive enough of the benefits of membership that most of us remember as the powerful attraction to keep paying dues and never to miss the annual meeting and, eventually, to volunteer for work on a committee. They did not see enough value in belonging to the organization! 

How many members did we lose for this reason? We’ll probably never know. They are at home working hard on their programs, saving their money for meetings they value or for other important benefits for their program.


What has happened to AGHE itself? Despite the efforts of many well-meaning, hard-working folks, including all our leaders and staff members, I believe that AGHE today is less visible, less respected, and less productive than it has been since the early 1980s. After the last decade of steady, though manageable decline, our membership has nose-dived in the past 3 years from 270 members in 2007 to only 140 today. So many of our presumed “core” members have dropped their membership, we can’t keep track. We have made some efforts to get them to come back and pay up, with limited success. The economy hasn’t helped but I don’t think that is the issue: We have little to offer them. The real tragedy in this situation is that they may discover they can live without us. 

I know this next statement will shock some and dismay many, but I also know it must be made. I strongly believe AGHE’s present difficulties began with the departure of Betty Douglass and our merger with GSA. Certainly, Betty is not to blame and those who advocated and crafted the merger were not ill-intentioned. Just the opposite: they were trying their best to protect AGHE and insure its existence. I know because I was one of those, a member of the Merger Committee. Nor, as you will see, do I blame GSA in any way. They were simply acting in the best interests of GSA, as they perceived them.
In retrospect, it now appears to have been a predictable turning point in the development of our field, the point at which the major players were realizing the need for strategic planning and beginning to “scan the environment,” as strategic planning consultants were advising them to do, in order to identify barriers to their success. I don’t know if we were perceived to be anybody’s barrier, but we might have looked, as in the old Arab proverb, like the camel that was better inside the tent relieving himself out, than outside the tent directing his stream inward. 

Exploratory talks began between AGHE and GSA in the mid-1990s, culminating in a merger agreement in 1998. With heartfelt respect for the intent and efforts of my colleagues among the membership and staff of both organizations, things just haven’t been the same since.

For AGHE the merger created an administrative double-bind. First, we have had to reduce our staff from 4 to 2 (here I mean those people on the AGHE budget payroll and whom we could count on and control). Second, we have had to rely much more on GSA’s staff for our core functions, including financial management, meeting planning, committee support, and marketing. Their abilities may be superior to ours of past years; I don’t know. Their products are certainly slicker, as befits a larger, more financially sound organization. But as both the authors and consumers of AGHE’s products, we members have become alienated from the means of their production. We do not directly pay the people who do our work for us, and we certainly do not control them. We do not even know them, nor they, us. Lines of authority and responsibility that once were understood and taken for granted by all active AGHE members, are no longer known by most of us in AGHE. 
Much of our recent difficulty and turmoil has been blamed by many—including me—on the unavoidable discontinuity created by a massive staff turnover. Within a six-month period from December, 2007, to June, 2008, both the GSA director and the AGHE director and associate director left their positions. Their replacements arrived within a month of each other in the fall of 2008. Both individuals are intelligent, honorable professionals, but they were thrust into an impossible situation with respect to AGHE that neither they nor we have yet fully understood or been able to master. Like our nation’s financial crisis, which seemed to happen about the same time, the underlying causes of our current mess are numerous, many of which preceded their arrival. 

Current AGHE leadership is as smart and motivated as any I have served with in the past, and they are committed to solving our problems and returning AGHE to a better place. But I am not optimistic—unless we adopt a radically different strategy than we have used over the past 10 years. Even if we choose a different path, I’m not certain of our success. But I am quite convinced that “business as usual” will lead to AGHE’s extinction. If you doubt this, just glance at AGHE’s finance report for the past 3 years or speak with Kathryn Hyer, our treasurer. In 2008, we operated at a deficit of over $70,000, and we are on track this year to “lose” about $50,000. How can we sustain such losses and survive, you might ask? We do so for the moment because GSA absorbs those unfunded costs. Obviously, that cannot continue indefinitely. It is our responsibility to dig our own way out.

Past Glories: Culture for a New Day

On that happy note, let me return to my main message. As you can see in the program, the title of my talk is: The Joy of Gerontology: Nostalgia Isn’t What it Used to Be. When I have mentioned this title to some people, I have seen them smirk, then laugh, and finally say something like, “Oh, I get it.” They know, as all of you do now, if you were listening a moment ago, that I am married to Joy Lobenstine, and many of you also know that Joy once worked for AGHE. In fact, she worked there for 14 years, having been hired by Betty Douglass in 1980.  Together, Betty and Joy and many AGHE volunteer members built a fledgling association of just a few schools into a thriving, healthy, vibrant organization that eventually had over 320 institutional members. So my biases should be clear.
However, if you were involved in AGHE in those days—the 1980s through the 1990s—you know I am not exaggerating when I say that the Association was expanding, becoming increasingly effective, growing in stature, and, above all, fun. To be involved in establishing a new field and contributing to the institutionalization of it through the only national association devoted to gerontology education was both meaningful and exciting. AGHE was my professional home, a precious gift in a very difficult world, and I know it has been—and continues to be—that for many of you. 

GSA also was extremely important to our research goals and nurtured our scholarship, but it was AGHE that encouraged us to be teachers and taught us how to teach, to found programs, to recruit and mentor students, and to seek a secure and honored place for gerontology within academe. And it was AGHE that nurtured our souls. Those of you who were there might even describe AGHE meetings as “joyful” events. When they were over, we were sad to leave our friends, but we returned home with a renewed sense of purpose and determination—and always with new tools and ideas. Of course, we still have fun and experience some of that old feeling in today’s AGHE—just not enough.
Before you begin to feel nauseous, I must admit that I am aware of the pitfall of nostalgia: thinking, as we get older, that in the past (our younger years) times were better, our lives were more exciting, and the very sky was bluer than it is today. In fact, it is probably a universal reaction to aging and loss, expanding our rosy view of our own past abilities to include our surroundings and experiences.

But, like so many things, nostalgia isn’t what it used to be—and I don’t think my memory is all that faulty. If it is, I suspect I have a lot of company. Nevertheless, I want to use my observations of the “old AGHE” (or the “younger AGHE” if you prefer) as the basis for proposing a new foundation for our association. In sociological terms, I will invoke AGHE’s culture as a guide for re-making AGHE’s structure.  

Certainly, the earlier AGHE—young AGHE—had its share of failures, disappointments, and stresses. But the general direction was upward and onward. We were doing “God’s work” and we knew it. Apart from Betty and Joy, none of us was paid for AGHE work, and additional staff were hired only as association income improved with the award of grants and the expansion of membership.

As I have lived through these last 10 years of AGHE’s struggle and been involved in several ways, I have noticed a deeply disturbing difference from the process, the outcomes, and the feeling of the earlier era. But to avoid a completely negative tone—because, as you will learn, I AM  hopeful for our future—I want to enumerate what I consider the principles of the “Joy of Gerontology”—those hallmarks of the Association in the earlier days that made our work joyful and which we need to recapture.

First, there was a clear sense of mission. Our early leaders had agreed it was important and necessary that gerontology as a field of study be incorporated into all of higher education. That was the goal and everyone understood it. We were not trying to build an association; we were trying to build a discipline.

Second, everyone was committed to that goal. While people did disagree on strategy and tactics, and not everyone got along, there seemed to be no conflict over the ultimate goal. And everyone knew it would not be easy, requiring long years of hard work. But no one shied away from that work.

Third, we had a firm understanding that it was not the job of the staff but OUR job to do the work. We weren’t helping the staff; they were helping US accomplish OUR goal. Thus, much of AGHE’s work was done by the members. We didn’t refer to ourselves this way, but we were volunteers, and volunteerism was simply the necessity and the norm.

Fourth, partly because of the shared goal, the shared commitment, and the shared work, we felt kinship and camaraderie with our fellow workers, the essential elements of community. Our sense of our community was real: we knew each other by name, the staff knew us by name; and we respected the division of labor that, we believed, would ultimately help us achieve our collective goal.  I am not exaggerating: if you called the AGHE office in those days, you would be known and visited with as a friend, and your problem would be worked—and likely solved—immediately because you were part of the family. Today, email is our communication tool, and it is beating community to death. Then, Executive Committee meetings were marked by much laughter, family feeling, and homey touches, including sensitivity to newcomers, clear expectations, shared hardship, and chocolate chip cookies. 

Fifth, this sense of community meant we functioned as much like a primary group as we did a secondary group, which might have been predicted for a professional organization. At least we often felt and demonstrated the traits of a primary group: we were small (and worked mainly through our committees); we were largely organized along generational lines, with elders assuming leadership and guiding policy, and younger members supplying the muscle and the enthusiasm; and we developed intense personal relationships based on both shared space, shared work, and affection. All in all, the association was characterized by respect, honor, and interpersonal restraint, with an occasional dose of charismatic leadership. 

Sixth, the small size to which I just referred had its own effects. It kept us “poor” with limited financial resources to call upon and, perhaps, careful and hungry. There is, of course, a vast difference between poverty and bankruptcy, which we now face. These resource limitations forced us to meet in smaller cities and less-than-luxury hotels, producing annual meetings that did not overwhelm the attendees, that allowed them to meet strangers, to not become “lost” in the crowd, and to participate. Our smallness and poverty necessitated a human scale in both physical and social spaces. People did not go home from our meetings feeling more alienated from the field than before. They went home saying they had “enjoyed” the meeting and that they wanted to return next year.

Seventh, and finally, at least during the 1980s and 90s, and even into the new century, we could claim—and feel—success. We accomplished several intermediate goals and began to view our larger goal as at least within sight. We learned to get grants to produce data and intellectual products that defined and fed our hungry field. The Levi Strauss Foundation, the Pew Foundation, the Ettinger Foundation, the Andrus Foundation, and the Administration on Aging all recognized, utilized, and supported AGHE in developing gerontological education. Our goals were consonant with theirs, and the relationships were mutually beneficial. 

By the mid-to-late 1990s, the association had grown dramatically, and its membership represented the very thing we sought: gerontology (and later geriatrics) was becoming an integral part of the higher education landscape. Our association’s health as an organization was testimony to its success in goal achievement. 

The context of our past growth and success, therefore, were: 1) clear goal articulation, 2) strong member commitment, 3) a willing volunteer pool, 4) a developing sense of community and primary relations, all of which were abetted rather than hindered by 5) small size and 6) limited fiscal resources, 

The Way Forward


I have not pointed out our recent weaknesses for sensation or to be mean. It would be easier to ignore them and hope for better days ahead. But I sincerely believe there will be no better days ahead unless we confront our current weaknesses and find a better business model.


At the conclusion of every meeting, no matter how small, our African colleagues address themselves to a single question: “What is the way forward?” That is my goal today. For I believe our next steps are crucial if we are to survive as an association and our field is to thrive. Our “way forward,” I believe, must involve some combination of the following 4 steps:

1. We must regain a sense of mission. This may involve recapturing the original mission or finding a new one.  As the writer of Proverbs (29:18) points out: “Where there is no vision, the people perish.”

2. We must regain our traditional culture and sense of community. It will never be the same as before; I know that. But by contrast, AGHE’s current culture is small and shallow. We must find ways to make our meetings more inclusive, attractive, and fun. We must share the excitement of our cause, our movement with all who wander past the tent. We must find a way to deliver those qualities to our members and our field.

I like the message and tone of a recent BMW commercial, in which the announcer coos: “What you make people feel is just as important as what you make. At BMW, we make joy.” (February, 19, 2010)  I think we have lost some of our joy and must recapture it if the rest of our plans are to succeed.

3. We must dramatically expand our membership base. This will not be easy. As I have noted, our institutional membership has declined steadily over the past decade and dramatically over the past 3 years, but we really know very little about the patterns and trends in membership over the past 30 years. I credit Steve Cutler with sharing some systematic “quantoid” thinking about our dilemma: He suggests we need to know: (1) the total number of members AGHE has had since it was established; (2) how many of the total have dropped their membership; (3) how many have dropped after various intervals of time (1 year, 5 years, 10 years, etc.); and (4) how long have the 140 current members belonged. Our current membership figures speak to the low levels of membership. Those we need likely would point to an incredibly high rate of membership turnover. Different but complementary emphases and questions follow from each set of figures. I would add that we also must know who has left us and why, rather than relying on the guesses we often employ to explain membership fluctuations.

Regardless of the answers to those questions, I believe the time has come for AGHE to consider individual memberships. I know this departs from our founders’ vision, but the institutional membership-only model is no longer working, and we absolutely must find our market soon, or we will continue to wither.


I know the advantages of institutional membership and the disincentives associated with individual memberships, but I believe we are smart enough to find the proper balance. If individual membership is not the answer, I challenge us to devise a new membership model, based on our own data, that will work for us.

4. Finally, beyond a new membership model, we need a new business model. After a career devoted to the notion of academic freedom of thought and action and control of disciplines by local elites, rather than national ones (hey, I’m a sociologist; nobody cares what we do), I have had a revelation that has almost—almost—changed my view of the right direction for gerontology. Let me tell you, this is, for me, a profound and fundamental shift. I did not come to it lightly. 


I believe it is time for the field of gerontology to consider accreditation as a next step in our development. Obviously, I also feel that AGHE is the appropriate body to propose such a step and administer a program. I am increasingly convinced that this is a natural and perhaps inevitable development along gerontology’s road to recognition and acceptance within academe and within the larger society.


I do confess that when AGHE established its Program of Merit program in the mid-1990s, I was one of those who questioned its need and foresaw a negative impact on some of our programs. I continue to believe POM was a mistake, but now for different reasons. It has turned out to be a weak, ineffective effort, mirroring the strength of AGHE itself. After more than 10 years of work by a dedicated few, the number of programs certified as a “Program of Merit” stands at 12. I deeply appreciate the vision and hard work of those who conceived and have shepherded this effort, but I think we should agree that this outcome points to two fundamental weaknesses: POM has little recognition and no real clout. But, the Program of Merit initiative has given us significant experience and a huge head start, so I think we should capitalize on those advantages and begin to consider how we can build on POM to develop an accreditation system that will work for the field.

How we should approach accrediting programs or establishing our right to do so is beyond my time or abilities. I do not profess expertise in this field of knowledge, but I have seen the positive impact of accreditation on nursing, social work, public health, and health administration, and I am aware of its power to insure program quality and security in other fields, both inside the health arena and out.


I do not pretend that the only reason I make this suggestion is for the good of the field. I am also keenly aware of the possible salutary consequences for AGHE. Being the arbiter of accreditation would vault us into a powerful position—and also a difficult and controversial one. We should have no illusions that the field would immediately accept our leadership and give us a mandate on this issue. If you lived through the Standards debate of the late 80s and early 90s, you would know better. But there are intriguing structural arguments for this step that do not rest on our association’s need for a new mission. 


At this point, I want to acknowledge the influence of my colleague Anabel Pelham (San Francisco State University), whose gentle prodding and effective arguments over the years have finally helped me accept the possibility of her fundamental premise: the field needs accreditation in order to grow and prosper. Let me share her reasoning:

1.
Without accreditation, gerontology programs are inherently weak, vulnerable, and unable to develop naturally.

2.
Accreditation would help gerontology programs gain respect and credibility.

3.
Accreditation could help programs become or remain independent.

4.
Accreditation could help programs make the case for resources, including tenure-track faculty.

5.   Whatever strengthens member programs will enhance AGHE.


I suggest we at least begin to investigate what would be involved in developing an accreditation model, gather data from which to construct such a model, and begin to map out a plan.

Conclusion


I believe we are at a crucial point in the development of gerontology education.  Like thousands of animal and plant species every day, we can become extinct. In many of our institutions, we already are an endangered species of academic life. Old people will always be with us, and their numbers will continue to grow. Universities will, too. But we may not be there to lead; academic gerontology programs—and by extension, AGHE—can become irrelevant to both old people and our own universities. We are in danger of a “Planet of the Apes” scenario: we are making such a mess of our little world that other species of academic life (public health, perhaps) may take it over and remake it in a way we won’t like.


But I also believe we can make a comeback, get back on track, and save ourselves. Through our farsighted effort to establish an AGHE endowment, for which we all should thank Betty Douglass and Graham Rowles, we have a wonderful beginning and a huge advantage. But I have outlined 4 other steps I believe we must take to regain our footing and return to health. We must:

1. Recapture the sense of mission we used to feel about gerontology.

2. Return to the “AGHE way” of doing things.

3. Develop a new membership base, perhaps involving individual memberships.

4. Explore accreditation as a way of invigorating and defending gerontology programs.


I’m aware that what I am proposing is revolutionary and that organizations are inherently conservative. As Burt Reynolds’s character, Sonny Lawson, says fearfully in Burt’s 1978 movie, “The End,” about a man who learns he is dying: “I don’t like pain—pain hurts me.” I know each of us probably is fearful of the conflict and likely pain of a revolutionary initiative, such as re-tooling AGHE’s mission, membership, and program, while at the same time trying to recapture our former culture. I’m not saying it will be easy—just that I think it is necessary. 


Perhaps this is a hopeless task. As moviemaker, Samuel Goldwyn said: “If people don’t want to come see your movies, you can’t stop them.” I can only hope not. Or, it may be that other, better minds will think of better solutions to our problems. I hope so. But I am quite convinced that we have reached a crucial moment in our history and must seize the initiative, rather than shrink from it.


As my spiritual advisor, Major Frank Burns, the most underappreciated member of the MASH team of surgeons, used to say: “Courage is something we just can’t be afraid to have.” If we can find the courage—and wisdom—to confront our current crisis, I believe AGHE can achieve its stated goal of being the most effective gerontology education organization in the world.
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