[image: image1.png]N3 CounciL oN SOCIAL WORK EDUCATION

CSWE
NATIONAL CENTER FOR GERONTOLOGICAL SOCIAL WORK EDUCATION
erO-Edgcenter GERIATRIC SOCIAL WORK INITIATIVE ® Funded by The John A. Hartford Foundation





Lessons Learned in Student Recruitment:

Strategies to Overcome “I Don’t Want to Work with Old People!”
This document summarizes student recruitment strategies utilized effectively by the Hartford curriculum development projects since 2001. Even programs with a critical mass of gerontological social work faculty still encounter challenges recruiting students. Most programs used a wide range of strategies to recruit, stimulate, and maintain students’ interest in working with older adults and their families 
Understanding Student Resistance to Gerontological Social Work
· Understanding the nature and source of students’ resistance to aging is the first step—just as it is with engaging other key stakeholders. 
Common sources of resistance are:

· Limited life experience with older adults. Even if students have close interactions with older relatives, they may view them as an exception and “not old.” 
· Negative experiences interacting with older family members or other older adults. 
· Aging is an unknown, which creates anxiety, discomfort, and a lack of confidence in being able to work with older adults.
· Negative stereotypes about older adults as an “unattractive” population (e.g., sick, non-communicative, or dying) or about the professionals who work with elders. 
· Lack of exposure to aging as a field of practice; mistakenly assuming that work with children and families is what social workers do! Some students may never have considered working with elders. 
· Assumption that clinical or therapeutic skills cannot be acquired in work with older adults who are perceived as “too old to change.” 
· Fear that older clients will be sick and dying; unwilling to invest time and energy in a relationship with a social work student. 
· Concern that young-looking students won’t be trusted or listened to by elders.
Without addressing such negative attitudes and fears, students are unlikely to be interested in placements or careers in aging, no matter how strong the job market.

· Student focus groups and surveys can help identify sources of student resistance.
Small focus groups tend to yield richer data by probing and better understanding students’ responses than is possible with surveys. Also, response rates to surveys are highest when administered by the instructor in a required class, not through distribution to student mail files or via email. Focus groups may identify more student interest in aging than previously assumed. We need to watch our own ageist assumptions! As noted by a faculty member, “If you want to change students’ viewpoints and behavior, you need to change your own.”
Experiential Activities to Recruit Students

· By taking time to understand student resistance, strategies responding to both their professional and personal concerns can be implemented.
Simply providing students with factual information, such as the demographic trends or career opportunities, may recruit some students to a class or field placement, but generally does not motivate or inspire them to work with older adults and their families, or as one CDI faculty participant stated, “to embrace aging as their field of practice.” As noted by a cycle 2 CDI participant, “few students will voluntarily select options for learning about older adults. However, most respond positively to required universal learning experiences with elders.” 
· The most effective strategy for engaging students is to create experiential opportunities to interact directly with older adults.

This can serve to address anxieties, fears, negative attitudes, lack of experience with older adults and other sources of resistance. When students start sharing such positive, fun, learning experiences, the “student grapevine percolates,” and the organizational culture related to aging starts to change.
Experiential learning can be structured through:
· Interview with elders

· Simulations

· Service learning

· Inviting elders into the classroom as guest lecturers, panelists, and co-learners
· Field placements
· Stand-alone course in aging

· Interview with an elder and then reflect on their learning in a paper or journal/log.
This experience has greatest impact when the instructor provides students with guidelines for the interview, suggests focused topics to explore, opportunities for reflection on the experience, and addresses issues of confidentiality. Asking students to write a pre-interview reflection can also be effective in helping them articulate their concerns and increase their degree of comfort with the interview. Students should be encouraged to frame the interview as a collaborative dialogue with the elder, not an “interview subject.” The interview assignment may also involve students choosing a gift that reflect some aspect of the elder’s life as a way to thank the elder for their participation  

· Simulations of age-related sensory and physical changes.
As an example, students put cotton in their ears, Vaseline on eyeglasses, thick gloves on their hands, and then try to open or read the directions on a pill bottle. Dried beans in their shoes simulate the feeling of walking with arthritic feet. A chance to debrief and reflect on such simulations—and their implications for practice—is essential to the quality of students’ learning experiences. It is also important that students recognize that not all older adults experience all the types of changes simulated and that the majority of older adults perceive themselves as in good health... 

· Service learning.

This allows students to experience more sustained personal interactions with older adults. Students volunteer with elders, without the learning requirements and supervision associated with their practicum. For example, service learning in the sophomore or junior year is a good way to prepare students for the more intensive required practicum experience. And students receive course credit as well. 
· Involving elders in the classroom as guest lecturers, panelists, and co-learners.

Presenting information through informal “aging conversations” with elders in the classroom allows for students to become more comfortable and aware of their own aging process and that of others. This also offers opportunities for students to be exposed to positive models of aging, such as older adults engaged in lifelong learning or physical activity. Older adults can support the learning goals of class and practicum in myriad ways. It is not just about an elder sharing his or her perspective on aging in a lecture isolated from the rest of the program. Rather, older adults can enrich every aspect of the social work curriculum—as co-instructors, student learners, observers, and mentors. Most universities have life learning options where elders can participate in classes for a modest fee. Emeriti faculty is another underutilized resource for students’ learning about aging. Ongoing interaction with faculty or students is essential to avoid elders’ feeling used just for interview assignments or as guest appearance.
· Generalist field placements
Generalist field placements that offer students opportunities to interact at least occasionally with older adults can motivate students to consider a more specialized placement in an aging-focused setting.  In addition, age-enriched training with field instructors can be a way to convince them of the value of such interactions. 

· Field placement in aging-specific settings
Students need to be informed of the possibilities for successful change and the meaning and wisdom of elder’s lives, no matter what stage of the life span. Targeted “marketing” to inform students (e.g., mini-lectures on aging) about field opportunities with older adults well in advance of the practicum placement time period is critical. Time must be invested in educating students about the clinical and macro level competencies inherent in the diversity and richness of aging-relevant placements. Job-conscious students may be “hooked” by opportunities to acquire highly valued skills and quality supervision in aging-rich placements, even if they are not interested in aging per se. 

· Changing negative views of practitioners working in the field of aging.
Because of the stigma and devaluation of aging in the field, students also may hold negative attitudes toward gerontological social workers, who tend to be older than practitioners in other fields. Lack of exposure and interaction are the primary sources of these stereotypes, which are best addressed by opportunities for students to learn more and interact with geriatric social workers:
· Involving students on advisory boards exposes them to the competencies and experiences possible in gerontological social work practice. 

· Inviting gero social work alumni to speak at student brown bags, in classes, at career fairs and as mentors can open up new possibilities for students. 

· Posting photos and brief descriptors of gerontological social work alumni on the program’s website and encouraging students to contact alumni provide an accessible link to learning more about social work with older adults. 

Overall, when students have opportunities to interact with older adults, learn positive aspects of the aging process, and are encouraged to transform their stereotypes about aging, they appear more likely to develop interest in gerontological social work. As noted by one Cycle I CDI participant, “students bring high energy, great enthusiasm, and creative ideas.” Nevertheless, motivating students to get out of the classroom and into the community takes considerable time and requires that programs think creatively “outside the box.” 

· Stand-alone course work on aging.

Students who have had opportunities to interact with older adults are more likely to be interested in taking an aging elective. A topic that tends to generate both student and faculty interest is the relatively invisible topic of sexuality, intimacy, and aging. As noted by a faculty member, “sex—not aging—becomes the hook for students to take a course or for faculty to infuse aging into required curriculum.”
Student Incentives  
· It is widely assumed that stipends will attract students to field placements with older adults, and for the most part, that is true.
Stipends in themselves, however, are not necessarily sufficient motivation and are difficult to sustain if a program has limited endowment for student financial aid. 

· Giving students a range of diverse learning options congruent with multiple learning styles is also effective.
While experiential learning hooks students emotionally, other options can motivate them by advancing their professional goals. Such goals can be furthered by: 

· Funding students to present papers at national gerontological and social work conferences. 

· Requiring students (as part of classroom or field credit) to attend local or regional meetings or conferences. 

· Providing Research Assistant or work-study opportunities on aging-relevant research projects. 

· Offering awards for research papers on older adults. This tends to be most effective when incorporated into a required course, rather than as an additional paper that busy students must find time to write. Individual donors can often be encouraged to fund awards for students.

Giving incentives that make visible students’ work with older adults can create a “buzz” about aging that is often the best recruitment strategy.
The Implicit Curriculum

· Making aging prominent, visible, and accessible to students—through bulletin boards, web sites, ListServs, newsletter articles, resource centers, and colloquia topics—also begins to change the organizational culture related to aging.
Highlighting alumni’s contributions to the field and sponsoring alumni gatherings as networking events for students also increase the visibility of gerontological opportunities. Similarly, most students relish the chance to work closely with a small group of committed faculty, receiving credit for their RA work when funding is not available. Through such structured interactions, faculty’s enthusiasm for geriatric social work may “rub off.” 

· If all else fails….

If you still have students stating that “I don’t want to work with older people,” ask them if they would ever make a similar statement about working with African Americans, women or other historically underserved groups. This pointed question may confront students with their own ageism. 
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