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ABSTRACT

Geronto-logx-Eilucation:_The_Needs_o_f Local Agencies

The need far an increasied ncler of persons trained and educated in gerontology

_A
hal,been alluded to many times. The aging of the population Will necessitate

.

persons skilled and knowledgeable about the needs of this group. To date,

gerontology curriculum have_beili based upon institutional requirements and

interests. The F'Oundations Project (1980) provided gui&tiMs for require=

"lents in these curricula. ThiS 'present survey.of the directors of 60

agencies serving the eldrlY in Santa Clara County, Californiat'egpands these

gui gel i nes by further' specifying agency needs. and interests, The results

-indicate that few persons, woeking in local, programs have geroqtplogY back=

groundi although' directors recognize the need for this .edation. Know lecke

Y

in,health and aging,' psychology, ethnicity and social work are needs stressed

o

-by-is respondents . Essential skills Intl ude resource. awareness, planning, needs

assessment and evaluation: These findings area comPared and contrasted with

these of the Foundations Project; The implications (11 the results in'regards

to the development of individual gerontology curriculum are diScussed;

I
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GERONTOLOGY EDUCATION The Needs of Local Agenciet
A

The needle for itn increased .nuMbe of persons trained and educated in geron-

t has been.alludecLto many times;

si ate persons skilled and nowledgeable about the needs of this group; it

The
.4

ing of the population will necea-7..

is expected that this need will maintain itself into thp next century. In

order to meet this demand.gerontology-programs and departTnts have pro-

lrferated across the country since the.197 ss.

The-curricula
\

of these'progYams differ widely based upon individual in-_
, 4

stitutional needs and requirements. 'The Gerontology Program at San Jose

State University* begun in 1977i established around its own institutional

emands offers a Minor and a Certificate in Gerontology. The Program is

interdisciplinary with courses being offered through several departments.
0.

The Program is expected to be changed into a Depa in 1985. As part of

the justification for this change the present survey of the educational

needs and interests of local programs serving older persons'was underiaken.
,

-The survey attempted to explore and, hopefully justify the need for graduates

trained and educated in a gerontology-Tcurriculum. Moreover, the survey of

the needs and interests of agency directors and practitioners could assist

in the-Uevelopment and upgrading of the present curricula making it more

relevant to community needs.
fl*

Most students completing the 24 unitGerontology Certificate at San Jose

State are prepared to work in entry=level positions in ageneteas The results

of the survey would help to assure that the education of these students was

appropriate to the demands of these agencies.
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The survey alsO intended to.expand.upon the findings of the Foundatiohi

Project (1980) which helped to identify a core curriculum in gerontology!

By including-1n the present study only.directors and administrators -of

community programs, the findings could be used to further specify t9pics

and skills to be included in this curriculum:

Methods

Data were collecte4 through the use of a telephone interview of the

directors of 60 randomly .selected agencies in the Santa Clara.,YalIey.

These Programs were selected through the directory of the United Way,

the local Area Agency on Agifig.4and the Social Services Department. All

of the agencies claimed to have-older persons as a part of their clientele

with some, such as the Senior Center, serving only this older sector bf

the population. Others, as in the case of the health care facilities and

*, - - i

,

community programs such as'the Heart Association and Cfincer Society were

not primarily for seniors. The programs-participating in the survey in-

cluded the following:

Senior Centers (12)
Transportation Programs (3) -

Health Agehcies (13)
Planning and Coordinating (4)
Housing (4) v./

Employment and Volunteer" Agencies (6)
Community Service program's. (7)
COunseling (8)
Legal Services (1)
putrititin
Education (1)

Directors of all agencies contacted agreed to participate in the study.

Most of the directors were familiar with the Gerontology Program at Sangose
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State and were'interested in providing inforMation that could*assiSt in its

growth. lany, 25%, had had field work students in gerontology placed in

their-agencies.-- ,

Results

The program ranged in size from a.pai stiff of 2 to 200 at one of the

nursing omes. Of the total number of profams involved in the survey,

only a minority, 35%i. had any staff that had a gerontology education and

jn most Cases this was limited to 1 or 2 people. 'The prograMs hivieg the

largest overall proportion, with 75% of the staff having this education,

* were the planning agencies. On theother hand, only l2% of the employees

of t ealth programs and 40% of the stAff of,senier centers had been

educated in gerontology;

Respondents were also
4

would be helpful to the program The response

asked whether or not they felt such an education

positive. Ninety-four percent felt that this backgrbqnd would be an asset.

The piimary reasons given for its importance were an increased understanding

of older persons, a-sensitivity to their needs and problems, an understanding
t,

of their limitationp and strengths, and a bettek ability on the part of the,

staff to assess individual situations.

Respondents also listed the skills and subject matter in which-they felt

staff should bg knowledgeable.' Of importance

was having staff who were knowledgeable about

to almost all programs, 80%0

community resources. Second

in overall importance, mentioned by 72% of the directois, was having staff

4
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skilled'in program planning. Counseling, evalulpion, and needs assessment

skills were listed -as essential)0 70%, 68% and 674 respectively. On the

other hand, research, a topic !tressed in much of the acade mic curriculum

was mentioned as important'by only 33% of the -respondents..

In considering the interest of specific types of programs ame of both

the planning agencies and the counseling programs (8) listed resource

awareness. Needs assessments were listed .b y all community services (7)4

and all volunteer- employment programs (6): PIanning.skills wereessential

to all planning agencies, community services, and volunteer programs.
.

With regard to the subjects staff and students should be educated .in,

health care was rated as important by-75%-of the respondents, psychology

by 67%,,social work by 62%, and nutrition by 60%.: It is a/so interesting.

to note that' ethnic and minority concerns were considere0 essential 6y%

68% of the group; This interest reflects the heterogeneity of,the pop-

ulation of the Santa Clara Valley which is composed of many ethnic and

minority groups; Ethnicity is a key variable in service delivery andplad-

ning although its importance is just beginning to be recognized in the
'

gerontology programs. TA results of this survey have underscoredthis

.-Importance.

The majority of agency directors. 70w, stated that'in hiring they would

give preference to a person with a gerontology background. Those programs

A most unce5tain about hiring this type of person'Were the community service

programs such as the Cancer Society andlHeit Association which deal with

problems afflicting the community at large. Directors of theseagencies felt
s



that with their limited staff_, they required persons who were generalists

rather than gerontoldgists elthough a knovfledge of aging issues would be

-an advantage.

The survey also inquired into starting salariesfor potential geron-

tology

4,

graduates: Might be expected Cfhumari serviceagendies, these.

salaries were low. The median salary was $13,300 per year within a range

of $vi000 'to $23000; 'Moreover, at the iimedof the survey, there were
'--.

.
li.

very few va4hcies. Cutbacks 'In furiding have made expansion very dif-

ficult
-

ficuIt although the need for more staff does exist.

Discussion .

Thistsuryey studied the needs and intdrests of local agenciebin the

Santa Clara Valley in relation'to the gerontological education of staff

and students. 7;he results indicate that there are few persons wish th is

.._

education in bommunity prog ams. r However,,../nOividual direcfors,ee award"

stof need for this backgrou4d and almo unanimously would like persons

educated in gerontology on their staff. Healthr-dare, psychology, ethnicity,
_ .

, .

and social work were listed as subjects'in which these persons should be

educated. These persons should also be capable of Iodating locaul. resources

4 .
and skiiled in_doing needs assessments, planning, counseling.

.

These findings have been compared witti those pf he original Foundations

Project (1980Table 1). The 3 -core requirements for geroAtology 'education

identified in that Project,by it least 90% of the respondents were psychology,

health, and.
.

Two of Vese subjects, heatbc4nd psycho y were also

mentidrid by, MMajority in the sent survey (67% and 75% re ectivelyi al-.
i

4
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though the pro0Ortions were not as Ciigh as the 90$i the FOundation rroject,

on the other hand, physiology of aging was listed by minoriity (48%j of

the present respondents. ,Mbreover, ethnicity listed 8 important by ,6 of

the agency dirIctors was rated as important by only 4 of the respondents

in the Foundations Project.

In the area of specific skills the two surveys also contrast sharplY.
. _

. .

Planning was essentiol -.to 72% in the present
--.

survey as compared_tri 27% in
4

the Foundations Project, counseliR was important to 70

and evaluation to 68% verses 24%.

loW priority,33% in the present study and 28%in the
4

Thdse findings indicate that gerpntology Programs

The two surveys bOth

probe their own communities in the development of their

This may be particularly important for baccalaureate p

and 17% respectively

ranked'research as

undations Project.

d departments should

academic curriculum.

grams which are //

4

primkrily educating gerontology students for entry level positions Ac=

cordingto the findings of this survey; included in thiS education should

be practical skills such as resource awareness, needsbsessments, and plan-
,

ning as these are relevant to the needs of the local programs serming the

elderly. In order for gerintological education to be most valuable 4nd

applicable it must recogniie and,incorporate the needs and interests of the

populationjb intends to serve.
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Table I

Comparisdn of Importance of_Subjects and
-Skills in Gerontology;Education

AgenCy'Survey FOundation Repprt
N*60 N147

Percent Percent

J

Subjects

Health of aging 75 97

Psychology of aging 67. 98

Physiology (biology) ;48 ' 91

EthniCity 68' 45

Sociology 50 86

Nutrition I 60 62

Social Work 62

Skills

Understanding of aging

Resource awareness

Planning.

Counseling
-

EvSluation ;

NeSdsAhbessmentd

Interviewing

Research

96

8.02

74,

70

68

i 67.

62

33

ox:11. -

4

t \

97

46

27

-24

38

78
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