
f ישוא u>j'r\
" '*171u>jm7 7"7par idd
נישת"ה muni cttn jiinjianm
JOINT(J.D.C.) ISRAEL
BR(S>KD4LE INSTITUTE OF GERONTOLOGY
AND ADUU HUMAN DEVEIDPMENT IN ISRAEL

SCHOOLCHILDREN 1S ATTITUDES TOWARDS LEARNING

FROM OLDER PEOPLE: A CASE ^TUDY IN ISRAEL

SHIMON BERGMAN

ORA CYBULSKI

R1681

JD.CHBl, ROB. 13O87, JERUSALEM o DTiyn1 ,13O87TJl ,UHlVJUyOX



1

THE INSTITUTE
is a national center devoted to research, experimentation and education jn
gerontology and adult human development. It was founded and is funded by the
American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (AJDC) with the assistanceof the
Brookdale Foundation and the support of the Government of the State of Israel.
Its research is policy and programoriented, multidisciplinary and, primarily, of
an applied nature.

The Institute tries to identify socially relevant problems and to recommend
alternative solutions to problems of the health and social services and policies. It
attempts to bring together academic and governmental experts and other public
officials and citizens in order to link research findings with their implementation.

f



\

SCHOOLCHILDREN 1S ATTITUDES TOWARD I
LEARNING FROM OLDER PEOPLE:

A CASE STUDY IN ISRAEL

By

Shimon Bergman
Ora Cybulski

Universityof :Tel Aviv

Reprint Series No. R1681

Reprinted by permission of Hemisphere Publishing Corporation
)Washington >D.C.) , from Educational Gerontology:
An International Quarterly, Vol. V, No. 3 CJuly
September 1980) , pp. 259272.



SCHOOLCHI LDREN'S ATTITUDES TOWARD
LEARNING FROM OLDER PEOPLE:
ACASE STUDY IN ISRAEL

S. Bergman
O. Cybulski

University ofTelAviv

This report on a pilot study concerning children's attitudes and readiness
to learn from older people is part of a larger investigation of the mutual
ity of learning between the aged and children. A review of the geron
tological literature reveals that relatively little research has been reported
on the attitudes of children in different cultures toward the aged. The
pilot study reported here shows that school children in Israel from
different cultural groups perceive the positive roles that elderly persons
can and do play. Indicated in the study are some of the conditions that
seem tu promote and support the role of the aged person as teacher.
Different aspects of the teacher role as perceived by children from
different cultural origins are also specified. There may be both theoretical
and practical implications behind the findings of the study.

INTRODUCTION

Old age has often been conceived as a period of life without mean
ingfiir roles (Rosow, 1974). Traditionally, the old play the role of
socializer for the young; that is, they act as models of behavior
and sources of authority, values, history, and skills. The status and
prestige of the aged tend to be high in those societies in which
older people are able to continue to perform useful and socially
valued functions (Simmons, 1945; Palmore, 1975).
Rosow (1974) differentiates between role status and role con

tent. He claims that the task of socialization to old age is hampered
by the negative status allocated to the aged and the lack
of role content. He finds that norms in the form of social expecta
tions that effectively structure an older person's activities and gen
eral pattern of life are missing, with the exception of the assump
tion of reciprocal relations within the family and norms structuring
intergenerational ties.
In a survey of research on 15 societies, Cowgill and Holmes

(1972) hypothesized that with increasing modernization the status
of older people declines. In a reanalysis of his material, Cowgill
(1974) specifies four major trends of modernization that con
tribute to this decline. One of them, the introduction of modern
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health technology, has led to increasing longevity, the aging of the
population, generational competition, retirement, and the economic
dependency on the younger population of a larger proportion of
the aged. Health technology, combined with the development of
modern economic technology, urbanization, and rising levels of
education, create a climate that asserts the central values of work
and youth. This leads to obsolete roles and lowered status among
the aged. Palmore and Manton (1974), however, found that the
relative disadvantage of occupation and education among older gen
erations, when compared to younger generations, tends to improve
in nations in the advanced stages of modernization.
Attitudinal research has generally been conceptualized in terms

of a historical decline in the status of the elderly. Negative images
of the aged have been explained, in part, by the low income and
educational status of old persons. We believe, however, that the
recent historical trend of longer living grandparents, who are rela
tively young, active, and well educated, contributes to a more posi
tive image of old persons.
The research on young people's perceptions of the elderly has

generally concentrated on two aspects: (1) the age of the perceiver,
and (2) the age of the referent person or group. Thomas and
Yamamoto (1975) and Hickey and Kalish (1968) have shown that
young persons perceive agerelated differences between adult age
groups. They found that the evaluative differences do not become
greater as the child grows older. Although children perceive more
negative images among increasingly older adults, the age of the
child is not associated with a less pleasant image of the old person.
Whenever research has examined the attitudes of specific age

groups toward specific old persons, the differences between a
"personalized other" and the "generalized other" become signif
icant. Bengston (1971) has found that the more generalized cate
goryof the aged is viewed negatively by young people, but when
the referent person is in the family, he or she is viewed less nega
tively. Weinberger and Millham (1975) have also shown that repre
sentative older people are rated differently from personalized older
people. Furthermore, Naus (1973) has found that one of the pre
dictors of attitudes toward the aged is the frequency of contacts
with older people. Whitley, Duncan, and McKinzie (1976) have
demonstrated that children from6to 8 years old who participated
in a schoolsponsored visiting program to a nearby nursing home
gained more in positive understanding and attitudes toward the
aged than children who did not participate in the program.
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These findings of negative attitudes toward the "generalized
other" versus a more positive opinion of, acceptance oi> or toler
ance of a "personalized other" also occur in the sociological litera
ture on racial and minority group relations. It is the minority status
of one who is different and distant that contributes to the forma
tion of negative stereotypes.
Children who have contacts with older persons have more com

p1ex differentiated, and realistic evaluations of older persons. Helin
(1977) reports a study of the attitudes of 186 12yearold Swedish
schoolchildren toward the elderly. Almost 9070 of the children
have had some contact with an elderly person; of these 859^ meet
with grandparents. About threefourths of the children have Posi
tive attitudes about their contacts and claim to share interests with
the elderly person or persons whom they meet. Boys, more than
girls, have more negative opinions about work capacity in 01d aSe
The 12yearolds have more negative opinions than the 10yearolds
concerning the usefulness of old persons after retirement, their
tendency to complain, their memory impairments, and their inability
to contribute to younger people.

Because of the geographic proximity and daily contacts of mem
bers of both the older and younger generations, an Israeli study of
the attitudes toward the elderly of 114 812yearold kibbutz
schoolchildren is particularly interesting (Atar, Vdl<o). Kibbutz
children meet the older generation daily in dining rooms, work
places, laundry rooms, recreation rooms, holiday festivities, and in
various public places of a small village. Despite the high frequency of
these contacts, children's images of aging are developed mainlv
through their contacts with their own grandparents. The children's
responses are workcentered because work is the dominant value ot
the kibbutz society to which children are socialized from their
earliest days. Children believe old people work fewer hours, need
more rest, and need to suit their activities to their age. In their
compositions, 6870 of the children write that grandparents need to
be loved and visited by their grandchildren, and 4670 of the
children report receiving from grandparents affection in *e form
of gifts, sweets, kissing, and "spoiling." Additionally, 549^ of the
children report instrumental and recreational relationships with
their grandparents, who tell stories, play games, go for walks, and
help the children prepare school lessons. Atar's main findings are
that children's attitudes toward old persons in the kibbutz tend to
be personalized, realistic, and positive.
From these findings it appears that children do have regular con

t
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tacts with the elderly (most frequently with grandparents), that
these contacts lead to generally positive images of the elderly, and
that children have realistic evaluations of the capacities of old per
sons. Two crucial questions arise: (1) Under what conditions are
children prepared to learn from old persons? and (2) What kinds of
knowledge can they gain from the elderly? These are important
questions, not only to the gerontologist, but also to the educator
and the family sociologist.

METHOD

The research problem was twofold: first, to examine whether
schoolchildren perceive old persons as learning resources and,
second, to develop a typology of grandparenthood as perceived by
schoolchildren.1
The subjects of the study were 78 older people and 58 students

in 3 sixth grade classes from 3 cultural groups in geographically
bound small communities in Israel. The objective was to examine
the effects of culture on intergenerational relationships under con
ditions of physical and social proximity. The study sample was
purposive and does not represent the majority of Israelis living in
urban areas. The first group of children was from a village settled
in 1933 by European pioneers who immigrated to establish a
Jewish agricultural egalitarian society. The second group of chil
dren came from two villages settled in the early 1950s by ortho
dox Yemenites and Tunisians who had experienced severe poverty
and oppression before migrating to Israel. The third group of chil
dren were from aChristianArab urban community near TelAviv,
whose residents have continuously lived in the area. Like other
ethnic groups in urban centers, such as the Italians described by
Gans (1962) in Chicago, this ethnic minority tends to be socially
bound rather than geographically contained. Table 1 contains data
characterizing children in the study by sex and cultural origin.

During a regular classroom meeting, and in the presence of the
teacher, a mimeographed sheet with directions for a composition
was given by the research students to each child. The subject of
the composition was: What can I learn from an old person? The
children were asked to indicate their sex and were instructed to write
on the subject whatever they wished. A few ideas were suggested
to help them get started, but none of these ideas was obligatory.

This research was conducted with the assistance of T. Sharir, H. Glaser, and
G. Aabad, students in the Gerontology Research Seminar, School of Social Work,
University of TelAviv. The research was supervised by S. Bergman.
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TABLE 1 Sex and Cultural Oirgin of Children (N = 58)

Girls Boys

Cultural originN 90N fo

European 9 40 I6 46
YemeniteTunisian 7 30 8 23
ChristianArab 7 30 H 31

TOTAL 23 100 35 100

Following are the categories used in analyzing the content of each
child's composition:

1. Sex of 6thgrade schoolchildren
a. Boys
b. Girls

2. Cultural origins of children
a. European
b. YemeniteTunisian
c. ChristianArab

3. Old persons in composition
a. Personalized other:
l. grandparent
2. neighbor

b. Generalized other
4. Proximity of old person

a. Same community
b. Outside of community

5. Frequency of contact
a. Daily, weekly
b. Fortnight, infrequent

6. Content of experience
a. Affective
b. Instrumental
c. Story telling

1. Direction of experience
a. Child receives
b. Child shares
c. Child gives

8. Evaluative tone of experience
a. Positive
b. Matteroffact
c. Negative

*
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9. Child has learned
a. History
b. Values
c. Skills
d. Behavioral model

10. Grandparenting style
a. Behavioral model
b. Reservoir of family wisdom and ethnic group
c. Recreational
d. Parent surrogate
e. Formal
f. Distant

Analysis of the compositions covered with whom the children had
contacts, the proximity of the old persons, the frequency of con
tacts, and the contents of the children's experiences with old
people. The themes mentioned in the compositions were divided
into 3 types: (1) affective, (2) instrumental, and (3) story telling.
Affective topics included love, respect, gifts, food, companionship,
religion, fear, suffering, hunger, illness, and death. Among the
instrumental topics were work, learning skills, shopping, teaching,
behavior modeling, problem solving, and recreation. Story telling
included the old person's stories of wars, group history, family
history, and family and personal experiences. The affective, instru
mental, and storytelling topics were also divided according to the
direction of their flow: the child receives from the old person; the
child shares with the old person; and the child gives to the old per
son. Furthermore, all the subdivisions were analyzed in terms of
gender, cultural group, and evaluative tone.

FINDINGS

Although the composition subject was stated in very broad and
general terms, the children conceptualized old people as grand
parents or elderly neighbors. The degree of contact with old people
was perceived as frequent when it was daily or weekly (for 7570 of
the children), infrequent when it was irregular (for 219S1 of the chil
dren), and a onetime contact (for 470 of the children). More than
half of the old people mentioned in the compositions lived very
close to the children, either in the same home, next door, or in the
same village. About onefourth of the old persons were grand
parents who lived in cities and were usually seen less frequently.
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The remaining old persons' places of residences were vaguely iden
tified.. In general, the frequency of contacts between a child and
old persons is a function of the proximity of residence.
The images of old people depicted by the children were most

frequently positive and often matteroffact. Old persons in the
compositions were loved and respected, yet sometimes considered a
chore. They were often friends, companions,sharers' of activities,
teachers of skills, sources of knowledge, and personal models for
the children. On the other hand, old persons needed help and sup
port from the children.
In the 58 compositions, only 6 negative statements about old

age were made. These were:

"I don't want to be old," stated by a child whose only contact
had been with a stranger who did not speak with the child.

"It is hard to be old," from a child whose grandmother's stories
were of her suffering, including statements that being old is bad.

"I don't like the eating habits of old people," from a boy who
respects his grandfather's knowledge.

"I don't want to die," stated by a chUd who rarely sees her grand
mother.

"The old are bothersome and need help," stated by a boy who is
responsible for his grandfather's daily needs but who also
respects his knowledge.

"The old are nervous," stated by a girl about a female neighbor.

Different cultural values were represented by the elderly for the
three groups of children. The children of European origin tended
to report a greater variety of experiences with older persons than
did the two nonEuropean groups. The children emphasized the
accomplishments of the oldvillagerstheir history of nation
building and work orientation. Similarly, grandparents played
games, took trips with the children, and were recreational com
panions. These children more often were the receivers of gifts,
food, and shared recreational activities with grandparents than were
the nonEuropean children.
In contrast, the Yemenite children reported old people's stories

about hard work, oppression, hunger, and suffering in Yemen. The
children said they respected and loved the aged and believed they
have an obligation to help older people. Indeed, half of the Yemenite
children helped other relatives regularly with such household tasks
as washing floors, cleaning, fetching, and shopping. In the past, as
infants, the children had received, but now it was their turn to

t
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give. The element of obligation and collective responsibility for all
members of the family is characteristic of traditional Middle
Eastern cultural groups.

Like the Yemenite children, the ChristianArab children wrote of
love, respect, and obligation. The major characterization that
emerged, however, was that of the old person as personal model,
the teacher of good manners and patience, the wise, experienced
elder who gives advice and solves problems. The ChristianArab
children mentioned companionship and presenttime reciprocal rela
tions more often that did the Yemenite children.

Gender Analysis

Which gender of old persons do boys and girls write about and
what are the contents of these compositions when analyzed
according to the writer's sex? The answers to these questions are
contained in Table 2. Girls, much more often than boys, mention
grandmothers and female neighbors (18 of 22 times). Boys more
often than girls mention grandfathers rather than grandmothers,
and slightly more often mention male neighbors (16 of 33 times).
About half the boys and girls perceive similar levels of affect

from old persons, but girls express more affect than boys.
ChristianArab boys and girls express the most affect, usually love

TABLE 2 Content of Experiences Depicted in Children's Compositions
According to Direction of Experiences and Gender of Children
(Percentages of all interactions)

Affective StoryTelling
~ History Family

Direction Positive Negative Instrumental (General) ("Roots")

Boys
Receive 45 9 88 39 48
Share 12 21 12
Give 30 21 q

Girls
Receive 54 18 82 14 59
Share 14 41 23
Give 54 32 32

NoteJhe data in Table 2 represent percentages for all interactions mentioned
by 33 boys and 22 girls. Percentages do not total 100 because different types
ot interaction were mentioned by the same child in many instances
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and respect. Of the 58 children, 51 expressed in some form a
positive image of old persons. Both boys and girls describe instru
mental relationships with old people. The girl's relationships, how
ever, tend to be more often of a sharing, instrumental nature as
they work, walk, and talk with a grandmother or female neighbor.
Girls tend to help old people more than boys, except for the
Yemenite boys who help as often as their sisters. Girls, more often
than boys, also tend to talk over with an older woman their prob
lems about school. Both boys and girls solicit and enjoy stories
about the family and personal experiences of old people, but boys
express greater interest in historical events, wars, and Israeli
history. It is clear from Table 2 that the children receive from old
people much more than they give. Only in the area of affection do
more than a third of the children tend to give substantially to the
aged.

Table 3 shows data concerning the content of interactions
between children and old persons. Discussions, sharing recreation,
and listening to stories account for the major portion of activities
spent together.

What Children Learn from Old Persons

One child wrote: "We can learn a lot from them, because they
have lived many years and they know what it means to live/5

TABLE 3 Content of 67 Activities with Old Persons Mentioned by 52 Children

Activities Number Jo

Listen to stories, specifically
about the old person's past life 14 28

Share recreation (walk, watch
television, play games) 13 25

Discuss subjects related to
general knowledge (e.g., poli
tics, science) 11 21

Child gives a service to the
old person 6 11

Child talks about himself 5 9
Help each other; discuss
each other's problems 3 6

TOTAL 52 100
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We counted all the areas of learning mentioned by all the
children in their compositions and arranged the areas according to
the children's family origin. There were 25 areas of learning
mentioned by 44 children. Some children mentioned more than
one area of learning. From Table 4 we can observe some major
differences among the groups according to ethnic origin.
Children of European origin frequently mentioned history, wars,

the establishment of settlements, love for Israel, and work on the
land. In fact, their grandparents and neighbors were the founding
generation of their village and had personally laid its physical
foundations. Old persons, then, appear as bearers of national
values.
Children of YemeniteTunisian origin give greater weight to

family history and life experience than do their European and
ChristianArab contemporaries. Daily behavior and manners are also
of consequence. Indeed, the older persons in their village had
experienced nearstarvation and a daily struggle to survive in
Yemen. The necessity to share subsistence and to keep the family
alive are values transmitted to the younger generation.
In terms of learning, older persons function most significantly

for ChristianArab children as models of daily behavior, experi
enced problem solvers, and, to a lesser extent, transmitters of
skills. Old persons serve as role models and active participants in
the child's socialization into community life.

TABLE 4 Areas in Which Children Learn According to Child's Ethnic Oirgin

EuropeanTunisianYemenite ChristianArab
Area of learning (Jo) CV W

Pasthistory, wars, 28 7 8
settlement history

Skills47 17
Life experience,
problem solving 24 36 29

Daily behavior,
manners 8 29 33

Religion 8  
Family history 8 21 4
Love of Israel,
work on land 12  

General knowledge 8  9

TOTAL 100 100 100
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When we compare the number of learning areas indicated by the
children, we find that the European and ChristianArab children
have a much greater variety of experiences with old persons than
do the YemeniteTunisian children. The YemeniteTunisian children
gave mOre homogeneous responses and defined their relationships
with old persons in a more traditional and routine manner tnan did
^the other children. Although Yemenites and Tunisians are ifrmly
Orthodox Jewish groups, none of the children recalled religion
centered events as learning areas. Religious activity is such an mte
gral part of daily life among traditional groups that children may
not perceive religion as a subject to be "taught" them by thek
elders. .

Agegraded normative behavior in Oriental traditional ethnic
groups allocates high status to the elderly; thus the aged are aPPro
priate models of behavior and arbiters of good manners.

Styles of Grandparenting
What are the styles of grandparenting and the roles old persons
play that appeared in thechildren ss compositions?

When examining Neugarten and Weinstein's 1968 typology of
styles of grandparenting developed from the point of view of 140
grandparents, one finds that the most prevalent style of grand
parenting is the "Formal" (45 instances) followed by the "Fun
Seeking" (37 instances) and the "Distant Figure" (33 instances).
The "Parent Surrogate" appears 10 times, only among grand
mothers, and the "Reservoir of Family Wisdom" appears 5 times,
usually among grandfathers.
In our study, there were not only grandparents but also neigh

bors and friends of the family. There were 54 children who related
to a specific old person. The children in our study rarely desig
nated a Formal or Distant Figure except for an ill grandmother
who lived in a city, a greatgrandmother whose language the child
did not understand, and a friend of the family. The Parent Surro
gate role was mentioned 3 times, but combined with shared activ
ities. The FunSeeking grandparent role was cited 9 times by both
sexes; 7 times by grandparents who live far away in the city, and
twice by neighbors. The children perceived these relationships as
including recreational activities. There were 9 grandmothers and 5
grandfathers who were cited mainly as story tellers, particularly the
Reservoir of Family Wisdom, but often the "Reservoir of the History
of the Ethnic Group.''
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Since the subject of the composition was "What I Can Learn
From An Older Person?" the compositions generated a new type
of grandparenting that is applicable to old persons in general. This
new type is that of Behavioral Model. Fifteen grandparents and 12
neighbors of both sexes who tend to reside in close proximity to
the children were designated as Behavioral Models. Their experi
ences in life and in work, their skills, their manners, and their
values were perceived by 27 children as standards for behavior.
Hard work, patience, family responsibility, and good manners are
the major themes. Achievement in school studies was mentioned
only by the ChristianArab children, whereas suffering was men
tioned more often by the Yemenite children. The old were experi
enced survivors. For this reason, the elderly have much to teach
children.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

Children perceive old persons as resources of learning, but not in
the usual sense emphasized by educators. We need to differentiate
between socialization to social roles and the formal transmission of
skills. Historically, the family has functioned as the primary vehicle
for socializing children, for transmitting cultural values, and for
molding personality and character. By and large, parents as well as
grandparents have abdicated to the schools the role of transmitter
of skills. In our study, children do not perceive old persons as
major resources for learning skills. Old persons have neither direct
authority nor responsibility for children. Rather, their authority is
indirect in the form of normative models based upon respect and
affection for significant persons.

Children perceive old persons in 3 major types of relationships.
The instrumental relationship is one in which old persons are
sources of small gratifications, certain practical advantages, and
recreation for children. Secondly, children perceive the affectional
relationship, in which old persons are sources of love and security,
affection and strength. Finally, (the major finding of this study),
children perceive themselves in a normative relationship with old
persons, who act as transmitters of cultural values and models of
personal behavior. It appears that this role is so important that
when no grandparent is available, the child transfers the functions
to an elderly neighbor. Conversely, when grandparents reside far
from grandchildren, they (grandparents) tend more often to fulfill
the instrumental and recreational role.

The role of personal model of behavior is strengthened under
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contacts between old persons and children. The ageheterogeneous,
smallsized community offers opportunities for frequent contacts
of a variety of types.
In addition to residential proximity and frequency of inetr

action, we have found that cultural origins provide different con
texts of discrimination concerning the aged. Among children of
traditional cultural origin, the positive image is associated with
norms of mutual obligation and is more homogeneous. In contrast,
among children from less traditional origins, the positive image is
associated with reciprocity and is more heterogeneous than the
traditional. Both mutual obligation and reciprocity involve ,

exchange, but obligation is culturally defined for all persons in the j

traditional agegraded status system, whereas age is less often a !
criterion of normative behavior in anegalitarianoriented status
system. In view of the fact that social relations in most western
societies tend to operate more according to the principle of reci
procity than by the principle of obligation, the older person^
capacity to enter into mutual exchange relationships is of the
uppermost importance.
Nowadays there tend to be in Israel grandparents who are

younger and better educated, and who have been exposed to more
vaired experiences through the media and travel than previous gen
erations. The knowledge of the potential roles they can Play in
relation to children should become part of their socialization into
later adulthood, Adult education, ageheterogeneous families,
schools, community projects, and support by the media are some
vehicles by which old persons may achieve their potential and chil
dren may find wellintegrated models of behavior to whom they
can relate.
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המכוו
נוסד הוא וחברה. אדם והתפתחות בגרונטולוגיה ולחינוך לניסוי למחקר, ארצי מכון הוא
בעזרתן אמריקה), יהודי של המאוחד הסיוע (ועד האמריקאי הגיוינט במסגרת ופועל ב1974

ישראל. וממשלת בניויורק ברוקדייל קרן של

בשירותי חילופיים פתרונות להן ולהציב חברתיות בעיות לזהות המכון מנסה בפעולתו
של הפעולה שיתוח להגביר הוא מיעדיו אחד בכללם. הסוציאליים והשירותים הבריאות
לבין מחקר בין לגשר כדי בקהילה ופעילים ציבור עובדי והממשלה, מהאקדמיות מומחים

למעשה. הלכה מחקר מסקנות מימוש
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