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Myths and Truths about Aging
Decide whether each statement is true or false. Then write T for true or F for false.
1. _____
Older adults can’t learn new things or deal with 
changes.

2. _____
It is normal for elders to be confused about what’s going on.

3. _____
Sex and intimacy are not important for elders.

4. _____
Even healthy elders should avoid getting exercise in order to save energy.

5. _____
Older adults don’t care anymore about looking 
good.

6. _____
Most elders are sick and in nursing homes. 

7. _____
People usually get shorter as they get older.

8. _____
Older people have trouble hearing, seeing, and 
keeping their 
balance.

9. _____
Losing control over the bowel or bladder is a normal part of aging.

10. _____
Most older people act very much alike.

	Handout 12.2
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Changes in the Body as We Age
As we get older, our bodies change. Here’s how.

1. How do our senses change?

We cannot smell as well.

We cannot taste as well(lots of foods taste the same.

We cannot feel as much with our skin. 

We cannot see as well.

· It takes our eyes longer to adjust to changes in lighting.

· It’s harder to see at night. 

We cannot hear as well.

· We may have trouble hearing high sounds. 

2. How does the way we look change? 

Our nails get thicker and tougher.

Our body gets shorter. 

Our eyes sink in more.

Our skin:

· Bruises easily

· Gets age spots and wrinkles

· Looks clear, pale, and thin

	Handout 12.2
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Changes in the Body as We Age
Our hair:

· Falls out

· Turns gray

Our weight changes.

· Men often gain weight until age 50, and then lose it. 

· Women often gain weight until age 70, and then lose it.

3. How does the way our body works change? 

The heart does not work as well. We get tired faster. 

It takes us longer to: 

· Heal, or get better after being sick

· React

· Think

We have more trouble:

· Digesting food

· Keeping our balance

· Sleeping

Our bones get weaker (osteoporosis). They break more easily. 

Our muscles get weaker.

	Handout 12.3


Changes in Body Systems as We Age,
and How You Can Assist Elders 

to Manage the Changes 

In order to help elder clients to manage the normal changes of aging, it is good to know what’s happening in each body system. 

This section describes the “Common Changes” for each body system and some “Common Situations” that happen due to those changes. “How You Can Assist Elders to Manage Changes of Aging” talks about your role in assisting elders to continue living their normal lives. 

	Handout 12.3a


Circulatory System
COMMON CHANGES

As people age, the flow of blood changes. 

· The heart gets weaker and doesn’t work as well. 

· Tubes that carry blood get harder and narrower. This slows the flow of blood.

COMMON SITUATIONS

Because of these changes, older people often:

· Feel cold, especially in their hands and feet

· Have a fast heartbeat when they get upset

· Are short of breath after doing things

HOW YOU CAN ASSIST ELDERS TO MANAGE CHANGES OF AGING 

To help with blood flow, ask the client to:

· Avoid crossing their legs and wearing tight clothes 

· Avoid things that upset them

· Move around

· Put their legs up

· Soak their feet in warm water, or take a warm bath

If the client is cold, ask them to:

· Dress in layers

· Eat and drink warm things

· Turn up the heat, or use an extra blanket. But do not offer hot water bottles or heating pads.
To help with shortness of breath: 

· Take their time doing activities

· Rest every so often 

	Handout 12.3b
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Digestive System
COMMON CHANGES

As people age, their eating and digestion change. 

· They have fewer taste buds.

· They feel less thirsty. 

· They may lose teeth or have dentures that don’t fit well. This makes it hard to eat some foods. 

· They have less saliva.

· Food stays in the stomach longer. 

· The muscles of the large bowel do not work as well. 

· They feel less of an urge to empty their bowel. 

COMMON SITUATIONS

Because of these changes, older people often:

· Have a dry mouth

· Have gas, bloating, or stomach pain

· Have hard bowel movements

	Handout 12.3b
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Digestive System
HOW YOU CAN ASSIST ELDERS TO MANAGE CHANGES OF AGING 

If the client does not want to eat: 

· Offer them snacks.

· Make food look better and have more flavor.

If the client does not want to drink, or has hard bowel movements:

· Offer them small amounts of fluids often.

To help with dry mouth:

· Ask the client to drink before taking pills.

To keep teeth healthy:

· Offer mouth care often.

If the client has trouble digesting, ask them to:

· Eat 6 to 8 small meals each day, if their care plan says it’s okay
· Eat foods that are high in fiber, if their care plan says it’s okay
· Avoid foods that are spicy or could cause gas

· Eat slowly and chew well

· Sit up for 30 minutes after eating

· Take plenty of time to empty their bowels

	Handout 12.3c
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Nervous System
COMMON CHANGES

As people age, their brain and nerves change. 

· Nerve cells die. 

· The senses don’t work as well.

COMMON SITUATIONS

Because of these changes, older people often have trouble:

· Coping with change

· Falling asleep

· Getting used to changes in light 

· Going up and down stairs

· Keeping their balance

· Learning and recalling new things

· Seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting, and feeling things

	Handout 12.3c


Page 2 of 2

Nervous System
HOW YOU CAN ASSIST ELDERS TO MANAGE CHANGES OF AGING 

If the client forgets things easily:
· Ask them to write things down. 
· Give them clues to help them remember.
· Give them puzzles and mental challenges for practice.
If the client loses their balance easily:
· Ask them to use handrails, if possible. 
· Ask them to change position slowly. Count to 10 after they get up, then assist them to walk. 
· Give them plenty of time to get around. 
If the client has trouble getting to sleep:
· Ask them to move around during the day.
· Offer them a back rub and warm milk before bed, if possible. 
· Ask them to avoid coffee, tea, chocolate, and alcohol before bed. 
If a client has trouble seeing:
· Ask them to wait for their eyes to get used to changes in light.
· Make sure they have plenty of light and a clear path.
· Do not move things around in their room.
· Ask them to get their eyes checked and wear their glasses.
· Assist them to find their way, if needed.
If a client has trouble hearing:
· Speak clearly.
· Get close to them when you talk.
· Ask them to get their ears checked.
· Remind them to wear their hearing aid (if they have one).
	Handout 12.3d


Respiratory System
COMMON CHANGES

As people age, their breathing changes. 

· They don’t breathe out carbon dioxide and take in oxygen as well as before.
· Their breathing tubes can get clogged with mucous. 
COMMON SITUATIONS

Because of these changes, elders often:

· Have trouble breathing when they move around.
· Cough more and may cough up mucous. 
HOW YOU CAN ASSIST ELDERS TO MANAGE CHANGES OF AGING 
To help with shortness of breath: 

· Take their time doing activities.
· Rest every so often.
· Ask a respiratory therapist to teach the client how to breathe and cough better.
	Handout 12.3e


Skeletomuscular System
COMMON CHANGES

As people age, their muscles, bones, and joints change.

· The spine gets shorter. The upper spine may become curved. The head may bend forward.
· Bones lose calcium and get weaker. 
· Muscles get weaker and less stretchy. 
· Joints get stiff, especially after sleep or rest.
COMMON SITUATIONS

Because of these changes, elders often:

· Break bones easily.
· Feel joint and muscle pain.
· Get tired easily. 
· Have trouble taking off and putting on lids and lifting heavy cups.
· Need more time to do things.
HOW YOU CAN ASSIST CLIENTS TO MANAGE CHANGES OF AGING 
Ask the client to:

· Move their joints and muscles, if their care plan says to.
· Eat foods and drinks with calcium, such as milk products, if their care plan says to.
· Rest and take their time doing activities.
· Try using plastic cups with handles. Fill the cups only half full to make them lighter and prevent spills.
Make sure the client:

· Can reach the things they use often.
· Has a clear path.
· Has plenty of light.
· Has strong furniture.
	Handout 12.3f


The Skin
COMMON CHANGES

As people age, their skin changes.

· Fat under the skin moves to different places. Elbows, hipbones, and shoulder blades stick out more.  
· Glands do not make as much oil. 
· The skin sags and doesn’t stretch back. 
· Blood vessels can be seen more easily.
· Fingernails get ridged and break easily. Toenails get hard and thick.
COMMON SITUATIONS

Because of these changes, elders often:

· Break fingernails easily.
· Get wrinkles and dry skin.
· Get cuts and sores more easily than before.
· Take longer to heal.
HOW YOU CAN ASSIST CLIENTS TO MANAGE CHANGES OF AGING 
When the client bathes:

· Use only a little soap. 

· Touch the client’s skin gently. Pat dry with a towel.

· Put lotion on their skin after bathing. Avoid lotions that have alcohol, since they tend to dry skin. 

· Do not use bath oils, since these could cause a fall. 

· Do not bathe them every day, unless their care plan says to.

To care for nails:

· Assist the client to file and/or clip their fingernails. Put on lotion to soften nails.

· Assist the client to file toenails. But do not cut toenails. Report that they need to be cut.
	Handout 12.3g
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Urinary and Reproductive Systems
COMMON CHANGES

As people age, their bladder and male and female parts change. 

· The bladder muscles get weaker and more stretched.
· A man’s prostate gland usually gets bigger. 
· There is less fat in a woman’s breasts and in the lips of her vagina. 
· The woman’s vagina makes less mucous. 
· Women stop producing eggs during menopause, but men produce sperm for most of their lives.
· Men may need more time to get an erection.
· There is no change in sexual desire and pleasure.
COMMON SITUATIONS

Because of these changes, elders may:

· Have trouble holding their urine
· Get up several times each night to empty their bladder
· May have a dry vagina during sex (women)
· Still want to have sexual relations, but have to deal with social attitudes against elders having sex
· May have trouble getting privacy to have sex
	Handout 12.3g
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Urinary and Reproductive Systems
HOW YOU CAN ASSIST ELDERS TO MANAGE CHANGES OF AGING

If the client has bladder or bowel accidents, ask them to avoid:

· Drinking coffee, tea, colas, and alcohol after dinner.
· Eating salty or spicy foods for dinner, since these can make them thirsty. 
· Taking hot tub baths.
· Wearing pants with buttons and zippers.
If the client has accidents:

· Keep a record of how often they urinate (bladder record). This will help you to know how often to remind them to go to the toilet. 
· Assist them to use a commode or bedpan.

· Make sure they have a clear path to the bathroom.

· Put a commode in their bedroom. 

· Put on a night-light. 

Be aware that older clients may have sexual relationships. Be supportive, as appropriate.
	Handout 12.4


What to Observe, Record, and Report

As a PHCA, you see your clients more often than most people on the client’s care team. What you observe, record, and report are very important, and can even save a client’s life.
Some of the behaviors listed here are normal for your client. But you should report if those behaviors or the client’s condition change. Since you know what is normal for your client, then you will know when the client’s condition changes.
Did you observe any of the following changes in your client today?

· Needed more help than usual with regular activities
· Did not want to do routine activities

· Talked or communicated less than usual, or more than usual

· Ate less than usual (not because they disliked the food), or more than usual

· Drank less than usual, or more than usual

· Weight change

· Seemed agitated 
· Seemed confused

· Seemed tired or sleepy

· Seemed weak

· Change in skin color

· Change in skin condition

Are you required to record the observations you made?

If you observed any of the changes listed above, does your employer have a form or notebook where you should write about your observations?
To whom do you report your observations?

Report what you observed to your supervising nurse.
	Handout 12.5
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Summary: Assisting Older Clients
There is a lot to know about assisting clients to manage the normal changes of aging. But there are some basic principles to guide you. Read these tips from other PHCAs.

Alicia’s tip—Remember that aging is a normal part of life!

“Sometimes we think so much about problems for elders, that it almost seems like aging is a disease. But it’s not! It’s a normal part of life that we’ll all get to experience—if we’re lucky!”
Syd’s tip(Assist elders to stay healthy.

“Eating right and drinking plenty of fluids is good for every body system! Plus, I encourage people to get plenty of rest and take vitamins (if it’s in their care plan, of course).”
Juan’s tip(Assist elders to stay active.

“I urge people to do as much for themselves as they can. Plus, I ask them to move their bodies as much as their care plan says to.”

Gina’s tip(Be patient.

“I give people plenty of time to do things. It helps to pace them(a little work, a little rest.”

Nan’s tip(Be alert. 

“I keep a close eye on people. I tell my supervisor if I see any problems with their bodies or minds.”

Garth’s tip(Be safe.

“I pick up the floor and give people plenty of light so they won’t trip. And I follow the rules to keep germs from spreading.”

	Handout 12.5
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Summary: Assisting Older Clients
Ben’s tip(Keep yourself healthy, too! 

“Elders are more likely to get sick as they get older. The last thing they need is for me to get sick and bring my germs to work with me! So I try to stay healthy, too, and I report out when I’m sick.” 

	Review—Assisting Older Clients:

· Remember that aging is a normal part of life.

· Assist elders to stay healthy.

· Assist elders to stay active.

· Be patient.

· Be alert.

· Be safe. 

· Keep yourself healthy, too.




� Materials adapted from Providing Personal Care Services to Elders and People with Disabilities, PHI 2009, � HYPERLINK "http://phinational.org/training/resources/pcsc" �http://phinational.org/training/resources/pcsc� ; NC PHCAST management team made adjustments as needed.





� This curriculum is an open source document, licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-Share Alike 3.0 Unported License (� HYPERLINK "http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/legalcode" \t "_blank" �http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/legalcode�). Individuals and organizations are free to use and adapt this curriculum, in whole or in part, for noncommercial use, as long as there is full attribution to PHI (� HYPERLINK "http://phinational.org/" \t "_blank" �http://PHInational.org�) and other original authors. You may distribute the resulting work only under the same or similar license to this one.








NC PHCAST: DIRECT CARE BASICS. Handouts. Page 12.1
NC PHCAST: DIRECT CARE BASICS. Handouts. Page 12.16

