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THE THIRD 
CHAPTER

Passion, Risk, and Adventure in the 
25 Years After 50

by Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot

“Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot follows her subjects on an extraordinary journey. 

Read this book and be inspired by the diverse ways these women and men 

redefine their lives, adding purpose, passion, and reflection as they grow older.” 

—Marian Wright Edelman, President, Children’s Defense Fund
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ABOUT THIS GUIDE

The questions and discussion topics that follow are designed to enhance your reading of Sara 
Lawrence-Lightfoot’s The Third Chapter. We hope they will enrich your experience as you explore 
this celebration of life’s most transformative years.

The Third Chapter of life, marked by the years between fifty and seventy-five, presents unprecedented 
potential for personal growth and fulfillment. Yet society often offers a murky view of this phase, 
unsure how to view a population that is “neither young nor old.” Challenging the notion that people 
over fifty enter a period of diminishing opportunities, the renowned sociologist Dr. Sara Lawrence-
Lightfoot brings a rejuvenating new perspective to these debates. Brimming with profiles of men and 
women who approached these years with passion, innovation, and wisdom, The Third Chapter shares 
the insights of courageous souls from all walks of life who redefined “work,” reinvented themselves, 
and tapped their emotional resources in creative new ways. The result is a revolutionary yet realistic 
challenge to all who are living in the Third Chapter, providing a gateway to liberation and greater 
meaning as each day unfolds. 
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QUESTIONS FOR 
DISCUSSION

1. Discuss the cultural challenges and myths surrounding life after fifty. How have these challenges 
and myths shifted over time? How do you, your friends, and your family regard the different stages 
of life? Do you exalt youth?

2. Chapter one, “Loss and Liberation,” describes the fear that often comes with leaving behind a lifelong 
routine, or a career and an identity. How did the author’s interviewees cope with this uncertainty and 
anxiety? What did it take to spur them to change?

3. How has The Third Chapter shaped your definition of learning? How do you think the reverence 
society has for IQ-enhancing learning differs from its respect for learning wisdom and patience? What 
would it take to get society to change the way it prioritizes these different kinds of knowledge? 

4. Chapter three describes those who courageously confronted the past. Were you surprised that 
emotional wounds from years ago can have a significant impact on the Third Chapter? What common 
threads do Luther Brown and Pamela Stein share in the way they managed memories of authority 
figures? What power lies in writing our own narratives, as Grace Clark did when she left her job in 
publishing?

5. How has the boom in retirement communities, and even Franklin Roosevelt’s notion of social 
security for retirement, changed our concept of the aging process? How would your life look if you 
never anticipated retiring? Has retirement had a negative impact on the way we perceive the Third 
Chapter?

6. Chapter five captures the sometimes daunting experience of venturing into new places, such as 
Roma Wolfe’s sojourn from a physics lab to a low-income school. What are your “forbidden places”? 
What rejuvenation might you find there?

7. How do gender differences affect our approaches to the Third Chapter? Can age liberate us from 
gender stereotypes? 

8. The conclusion of chapter five describes the stages of crossing boundaries: curiosity, letting go of 
fear, willingness to be vulnerable, developing empathy, and finally discovering that new learning 
doesn’t mean losing touch with your known world. Have you reached any of these stages? What are 
the risks and rewards of the process?

9. Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot describes the unique history of the current Third Chapter generation 
members, many of whom were steeped in 1960s activism. What makes it especially hard for this 
generation to “recede”? What special potentials does it possess?

10. Discuss the impact of ancestors in shaping your sense of self. How do your expectations of the 
Third Chapter compare to those of your parents’ generation? 

11. Many of the people interviewed by Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot are artists. Does society encourage 
artistic expression? What are the emotional costs of stifling artistic urges until after retirement? 

12. How does affluence affect the way someone experiences the Third Chapter? Can it be a time of 
significant personal growth regardless of economic status?

13. What aspects of education, described in the book’s conclusion, would most enhance a spirit of 
lifelong learning for future generations? How would reinventing the Third Chapter, beginning with 
the age groups that precede it, benefit society?
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14. How did you respond to Erik Erikson’s notion of the “penultimate” stage—a phase of production, 
not stagnation—and the impulse to guide the next generation? Which populations would you most 
want to “give forward” to? Describe your ideal legacy.

15. In uniting new learning with body, voice, and soul, what struggles do you face? What instincts 
do you possess to help you work through them? In what ways do your internal and external terrains 
reflect each other? 

“The Third Chapter is a compassionate rendering of the challenges of entering uncharted post-career 
years, followed by an eloquent vision of the joys that lie ahead for those who put giving at the center      
of living.”                                                   —Rosabeth Moss Kanter, Harvard Business School professor 

and bestselling author of Confidence and America the Principled      

“In this singular book, Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot introduces a new stage of life, delineates its intriguing 
and unexpected contours, and draws lessons that are meaningful for every human being.” 

—Howard Gardner, author of Five Minds for the Future 

“Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot, one of our most graceful and gifted chroniclers of the changing psy-
chological landscape, has produced a biography of the new life stage emerging between the end of 
the middle years and the arrival of old age. This remarkable tale, punctuated by Lightfoot’s arresting 
observations, is not only the best book yet about the changing life course, but an inspiring roadmap 
for individual and social renewal in the emerging Third Chapter. As ten thousand baby boomers turn 
sixty each day, the timing of this book is as exquisite as its insights.” 

—Marc Freedman, author of Encore: Finding Work That Matters in the Second Half of Life 
and founder/CEO of Civic Ventures

Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot is the Emily Hargroves Fisher Professor of Education at 
Harvard University and the former chair of the board of the MacArthur Foundation. As a sociologist, 
she examines the culture of schools, the patterns and structures of classroom life, socialization within 
families and communities, and the relationships between culture and learning styles. 


