
Illness and mortality rates are higher for certain groups of
people than for others. For cancers that affect both sexes, men
are generally more vulnerable than women. The difference
may be due to genetic makeup, exposure to cancer-causing
agents as a result of lifestyle or occupation, and a tendency to
delay going to the doctor (Greenlee, 2000).

Many people fear cancer because they believe it is incur-
able. Yet 40 percent of people with cancer are cured (free of the
disease for 5 or more years). Breast cancer is the leading type
for women, prostate cancer for men. Lung cancer—largely pre-
ventable through avoiding tobacco—ranks second for both
sexes, followed closely by colon and rectal cancer. Scheduling
annual medical checkups that screen for these and other forms
of cancer and taking the additional steps listed in the Care-
giving Concerns table above can reduce cancer illness and
death rates considerably. Although the relationship of SES to
cancer varies with site (for example, lung and stomach cancers
are linked to lower SES, breast and prostate cancers to higher
SES), cancer survival drops sharply as SES decreases (Balfour &
Kaplan, 1998). Poorer medical care and reduced ability to fight
the disease, due to inadequate diet, high life stress, and lack of
social support, underlie this trend.

Surviving cancer is a triumph, but it also brings emotional
challenges. During cancer treatment, relationships focus on the
illness. Afterward, they must refocus on health and full partic-
ipation in daily life. Unfortunately, stigmas associated with
cancer exist. Friends, family, and co-workers may need re-
minders that cancer is not contagious and that research shows
cancer survivors to be just as productive on the job as other
people (Kornblith, 1998).

� Cardiovascular Disease. Despite a decline during the
last few decades (see Chapter 13), each year about 28 per-
cent of middle-aged Americans and Canadians who die suc-
cumb to cardiovascular disease (Statistics Canada, 2002i; U.S.
Bureau of the Census, 2002c). We associate cardiovascular
disease with heart attacks, but for Devin (like many middle-
aged and older adults) the condition was discovered during an
annual checkup. His doctor detected high blood pressure,
high blood cholesterol, and atherosclerosis—a buildup of
plaque in his coronary arteries, which encircle the heart and
provide its muscles with oxygen and nutrients. These indica-
tors of cardiovascular disease are known as “silent killers”
because they often have no symptoms.
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Reducing the Incidence of Cancer and Cancer Deaths

INTERVENTION DESCRIPTION

Know the seven warning signs Change in bowel or bladder habits, sore that does not heal, unusual bleeding or discharge, 
of cancer. thickening or lump in a breast or elsewhere in your body, indigestion or swallowing difficulty,

obvious change in a wart or mole, nagging cough or hoarseness. If you have any of these
signs, consult your doctor immediately.

Do self-examination. Women should self-examine the breasts and men the testicles for lumps and other changes
once a month. If detected early, breast and testicular cancers usually can be cured.

Schedule regular medical checkups Regular medical checkups, mammograms every 1 to 2 years and Pap tests every year for 
and cancer-screening tests. women, and other screening tests for both sexes increase early detection and cure.

Avoid tobacco. Cigarette smoking causes 90 percent of lung cancer deaths and 30 percent of all cancer
deaths. Smokeless (chewing) tobacco increases risk of cancer of the mouth, larynx, throat,
and esophagus.

Avoid sun exposure. Sun exposure causes many cases of skin cancer. When in the sun for an extended time, use
a sun blocker and cover exposed skin.

Avoid unnecessary X-ray exposure. Excessive exposure to X-rays increases cancer risk. Most medical X-rays are adjusted to 
deliver the lowest possible dose but should not be used unnecessarily.

Avoid exposure to industrial Exposure to nickel, chromate, asbestos, vinyl chloride, and other industrial agents increases 
chemicals and other pollutants. risk of various cancers.

Weigh the benefits versus risks Because estrogen replacement increases risk of uterine and breast cancer and estrogen/ 
of hormone therapy. progesterone replacement may further elevate risk of breast cancer, carefully consider 

hormone therapy with your doctor.

Maintain a healthy diet. Avoid too much dietary fat and salt-cured, smoked, and nitrite-cured foods; eat vegetables
and foods rich in fiber and vitamins A and C.

Source: Greenlee, 2000; Holland, 1998.
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fidence building and assertiveness, and help adjusting to styles
of learning that are at odds with their cultural background.
One Chinese returning student noted that she found criticiz-
ing ideas and arguing with her professors difficult because
Chinese students are taught to respect, not to disagree with,
their teachers.

The Caregiving Concerns table above suggests ways to fa-
cilitate adult reentry to college. When support systems are in
place, most returning students reap great personal benefits
and do well academically. They especially value forming new
relationships, sharing opinions and experiences, and relating
subject matter to their own lives. And their greater ability to
integrate knowledge leads to an enhanced appreciation of
classroom experiences and assignments. Yet another benefit of
adult students in college classes is intergenerational contact.
As younger students observe the capacities and talents of older
individuals, unfavorable stereotypes of aging decline.

In previous chapters, we have seen that education trans-
forms development. It continues to do so in middle adult-
hood. After finishing her degree, Anya secured a position as a
parish nurse with creative opportunities to counsel members
of a large congregation about health concerns. Education
granted her new life options, financial rewards, and higher
self-esteem as she reevaluated her own competencies (Red-
ding & Dowling, 1992). Sometimes, the revised values and
self-reliance forged by education spark change in other

spheres of life, such as a divorce or a new intimate partner-
ship (Esterberg, Moen, & Dempster-McClain, 1994). In this
way too, returning to school can powerfully reshape the life
course.
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Facilitating Adult Reentry to College

SOURCE OF SUPPORT DESCRIPTION

Partner and children Value and encourage educational efforts.
Assist with household tasks to permit time for uninterrupted study.

Extended family and friends Value and encourage educational efforts.

Educational institution Provide orientation programs and literature that inform adult students about services and social
supports.
Provide counseling and intervention addressing academic weaknesses, self-doubts about success,
and matching courses to career goals.
Facilitate peer networks through regular meetings or phone contact.
Promote personal relationships with faculty.
Encourage active engagement and discussion in classes and integration of course content with
real-life experiences.
Offer evening, Saturday, and off-campus classes and online courses.
Provide financial aid for part-time students.
Initiate campaigns to recruit returning students, including those from low-income families and
ethnic minority groups.
Assist students with young children in finding child care arrangements, and provide on-campus
child care.

Workplace Value and encourage educational efforts.
Accommodate work time to class schedules.

Ask Yourself
REVIEW
Considering the influence of vocational and educational
experiences on midlife cognitive development, evaluate
the saying “You can’t teach an old dog new tricks.”

APPLY
Marcella completed one year of college in her twenties.
Now, at age 42, she has returned to earn a degree. Plan
a set of experiences for Marcella’s first semester that
will increase her chances of success.

CONNECT
Most high-level government and corporate positions
are held by middle-aged and older adults rather than by
young adults. What cognitive capacities enable mature
adults to perform these jobs well?

www.
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