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Thinking back to what interested me as a teenager, I would say I was curious about people and their motivations but hesitant about interacting with people, especially in groups.  I enjoyed reading fiction, especially science fiction, and making music.  In high school I had guidance from a few excellent teachers, especially an English teacher who encouraged me to read poetry and keep a journal.  I fancied myself somewhat of an intellectual by the end of high school.  I was intrigued by a program at Yale that combined physics and philosophy, as I had done well in science and was reading Jung and learning about Eastern philosophy.


In the end, Yale put me on a waiting list and I didn’t get accepted at a joint program of Tufts University and the New England Conservatory of Music.  With some bitterness, I chose my “safety” school, the University of Rochester, which turned out to be a good fit for me – I had a lot of opportunity to pursue music as well as my liberal arts interests.


I had originally declared a psychology major, thinking that this would help me figure out the meaning of life, but disliked Psych 101 (which, I’ve learned since, is really NOT likely to answer ultimate philosophical questions, but is valuable nonetheless).  However, I really enjoyed my first calculus class.  My professor was remarkably like Dr. Who (wild hair, multi-colored scarf), and he made me realize that people invented mathematics – it wasn’t just a system received on high and transmitted by rote.  So I dropped psychology and ended up majoring in math and in music history and theory, graduating in 1985.


In retrospect, my college courses were quite rich in some areas while I totally missed other areas.  I took several history courses out of curiosity, but never any English, sociology, or other social science courses.  I honestly don’t remember ever meeting with an academic advisor.  

After college I moved back to the Chicago area to pursue a career in music.  I had the idea of becoming a professional accompanist, although I had little knowledge of what that would really entail.  While studying music, I had to support myself, first with a job at a drug store, then an administrative job at a laboratory.  Eventually I found myself creating reports on supermarket sales at a market research firm.  By then I had discovered a few things about myself – first, I didn’t care for music as a career;  second, I really enjoyed working with data;  and third, I really didn’t care for marketing.


These realizations led me to reconsider my future direction and to return to the idea of psychology as a possible area of further study.  I looked into both Psy.D. and Ph.D. programs at a variety of institutions.  I was very interested in the program at the University of Minnesota.  They had originated the Strong Vocational Interest Inventory and I was interested in doing research into why people choose to do the work they do (probably because I seemed to have so much trouble figuring that out myself).  However personal considerations steered me into focusing on Cornell University, where my now-husband was located.


At Cornell, the best fit with my interests was the Department of Human Development and Family Studies.  I began the Ph.D. program there in the fall of 1991.  At most Ph.D. programs, and certainly at Cornell, the key is to find an advisor to work with.  Fairly quickly I started working with Phyllis Moen on her Women’s Roles and Well-Being Study.  This provided the data for my master’s thesis and a publication on mothers and daughters.  Working with Phyllis also led me to focus on the life course perspective, something that I feel shapes the way I teach my aging studies courses today.

So far, no gerontology!  This changed when Phyllis became interested in retirement and began the Cornell Retirement and Well-Being Study.  This was a pivotal time for me, as I was involved with this research at every stage, from developing the interview instrument to entering and using the data.  I did some of the interviews for this study, some of which I remember quite clearly more than 10 years later.  I used the Retirement and Well-Being Study data for my dissertation.


It was at this time that I began to realize that later life was an excellent focus for someone who is interested in people’s life course, in their choices and the consequences of those choices.  I hadn’t had any previous experience working directly with older adults, and like a lot of others had few older people in my life.  Working with a study of retirement, however, started to show me the complexity of choices around work, family and leisure that older adults deal with.

As my dissertation moved along, an opportunity came up to work at Cornell as the Project Manager for the Pathways to Life Quality Study, a joint project of Cornell and Ithaca College.  The genesis of the Pathways study was a small study of individuals moving into Kendal, a new CCRC.  Studying pre- and post-move interviews led John Krout and Phyllis Moen to get funding for a more comprehensive, longitudinal study of Tompkins County residents in a variety of housing situations.  As project manager I was primarily responsible for the data once the interviews were done, and really enjoyed this work for the most part.  However, grant-funded projects usually end, sooner rather than later, so when I had an opportunity to apply for a one-year teaching position at Ithaca College I did.


Looking back, I wonder how I got through the first year of teaching all new courses.  I discovered that I really enjoyed organizing information for students and trying to present it in ways that would make an impression.  I also quickly came to realization about how valuable teaching students about aging can be.  My own personal viewpoints about many aspects of aging have been transformed through what I’ve learned in order to teach – it’s become my mission to provide a similar opportunity to all my students.


So now I’ve become a gerontologist, really quite by accident.  If I hadn’t chosen Cornell, if my advisor hadn’t decided to look at aging, if the Ithaca College opportunity hadn’t opened up, the outcome for me could have been quite different.  But the outcome has been terrific – not too many people get the opportunity to learn on the job, and to study an area that only gets more relevant with each passing year!

