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INTRODUCTION  
 

The Hartford Partnership Program for Aging Education 

(HPPAE), originally called the Practicum Partnership 

Program or PPP* was created with funding from the John 

A. Hartford Foundation to achieve two important goals:  

 

 To meet the workforce demand for geriatric social 

workers by training and educating masters level social 

work students in older adult care; and 

 To establish a specialized aging practicum model that 

can be replicated in social work programs across the 

country. 

 

The purpose of this manual is to encourage and facilitate 

HPPAE replication by offering guidelines for program 

development and by describing practices for 

implementation that have proved successful in existing 

HPPAEÕs. Between 1999 and 2008, 62 HPPAEs were 

funded in 30 states, training hundreds of social work 

students.  Evaluations of the program have already 

demonstrated promising results: in the pilot study, 80 

percent of HPPAE graduates went on to pursue careers in 

the field of aging.   

 

 

 

 

                                                
* The name of the program was changed from the Practicum 
Partnership Program (PPP) to the Hartford Partnership Program 
for Aging Education (HPPAE) in 2008, so that key characteristics 
of the program were more clear from the name itself. 

 

The HPPAE, a project of the Social Work Leadership 

Institute (SWLI) at The New York Academy of Medicine, 

differs from traditional MSW education models in that it 

utilizes a rotation model to offer students wide-ranging, 

hands-on experience in older adult care, achieved through 

innovative partnerships between social work schools and 

community agencies.  The HPPAE model further enhances 

the educational experience of MSW students by structuring 

rotations to attain multiple competencies in geriatric social 

work and by emphasizing student involvement in 

leadership activities.  Within these parameters, the HPPAE 

can be implemented in a variety of ways and allows for 

adaptations that are consistent with the characteristics of 

the social work school, the partner agencies, and local need.  

According to the 2000 census, 35 million people Ð 12.4% 

of the US population Ð are age 65 or older.  Almost half of 

the aging population are over 75, and one-quarter are over 

85; between 1990 and 2000, the population over age 85 

increased by 38%.1  According to projections, the aging 

population in the US will double by 2030.  By 2050, over 

20% of Americans will be 65 or older2  This demographic 

shift is producing a rising demand for professionals trained 

to work specifically with older adults, many of whom have 

a variety of complicated service needs which may result 

from reduced incomes, declines in mental and physical 

health, caregiving responsibilities, and/or increased 

isolation.3   

 

According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), the 

demand for gerontological social workers will grow much 

faster in the next decade than the average for other 

occupations: “The growing elderly population and the 
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aging baby boom generation will create greater demand 
for health and social services, resulting in rapid job 
growth among gerontology social workers.”4  Although 

there is likely variation by location, data from a national 

survey of licensed social workers suggest current 

shortages: among survey respondents working with older 

adults, 17% reported common vacancies within their 

agencies and 21% reported that vacancies are difficult to 

fill.  Although just 12% of respondents considered their 

practice specialty as Òaging,Ó the majority, regardless of 

work setting, provided services to older adults, including 

communication with families, accessing and/or leveraging 

needed resources within an agency or a community, and 

advocacy.5  The Bureau of Labor Statistics notes that social 

workers with backgrounds in gerontology will Ð in 

particular Ð be needed to help families find the best care 

for aging relatives and for positions in medical and non-

medical residential facilities.4   

 

The Social Work Leadership Institute and the John A. 

Hartford Foundation are working to address these gaps 

through their support of the Hartford Partnership Program 

for Aging Education.  The HPPAE, with its emphasis on 

university-community collaboration, the attainment of 

multiple gerontologic competencies through diverse 

practicum experiences, and leadership, has offered 

participating students, faculty and community-based staff a 

range of valuable and innovative opportunities to expand 

and improve social worker training and social work care 

for aging Americans. 

 

METHODOLOGY  
 

Findings and recommendations reported here come 

primarily from site visits and in-person individual and 

group interviews with faculty, staff, students, and agency 

collaborators at 12 universities representing 10 distinct 

HPPAEÕs.  Supplementary data come from reports and 

other program data collected from all participating sites 

through the course of program implementation.   

 

Programs participating in site visits   were selected by 

SWLI leadership and staff, based on perceptions of 

program quality; ability to overcome challenges; and 

diversity across a range of dimensions, including 

geographic location, community characteristics (e.g. rural 

and urban), years implementing a HPPAE, and program 

design.  Notes were taken during all interviews.  In 

addition, interviews were audiotaped and selectively 

transcribed, to allow for direct quotation.  The interviews 

utilized a written guide that covered: 

 

 HPPAE program design and implementation 

 Community partnerships: characteristics and 

implications 

 Practicum rotations: configuration, responsibilities, 

strengths and weaknesses 

 Student recruitment and selection 

 Program outcomes 

 Staffing plan and responsibilities 

 Program sustainability 

 Satisfaction (faculty, students and community 

collaborator perspectives) 

 Community need for geriatric social workers 

 Lessons learned 

 

 

ESSENTIAL COMPONENTS OF A  
HARTFORD PARTNERSHIP 
PROGRAM FOR AGING EDUCATION  

 

The HPPAE model includes six required elements: 

1. University-Community Partnership. The partnership is 

composed of field agencies and universities, who are 

responsible for designing, implementing, evaluating 

the HPPAE;  

2. Competency-based Education. Created by leading 

academics and practitioners in the field, the Geriatric 

Social Work Competencies are included in standards 

for geriatric care and instruction;  

                                                
   See acknowledgements for a list of programs.  
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3. Field Rotations give students a richer experience by 

moving them between different health and social 

service settings over the course of the program;  

4. Expanded Field Instructor Role. Instructors are 

responsible for coordinating student learning across 

programs and agencies; and  

5. Student Recruitment involves both faculty and field 

practitioners, as well as HPPAE-enrolled students, 

graduates, and admissions officers.  

6. Leadership. Deans and Directors, Faculty, and Field 

Instructors need to provide active guidance and 

mentorship while simultaneously supporting 

discipline-specific learning opportunities that will 

enable students to develop advanced leadership skills 

and the capacity to positively influence the profession 

in a variety of settings. 

 

Each of these essential components may be realized in a 

number of ways; the model intentionally allows for 

flexibility and responsiveness to local characteristics, 

including pre-existing capacity and community needs, as 

well as faculty and staff objectives.  In the sections that 

follow, we offer strategies, practices and general 

recommendations Ð as developed and described by 

university faculty, community partners, HPPAE students 

and alumni Ð that should be used for design and 

implementation of a successful HPPAE.  To start, we offer 

five overarching guidelines to be used for program 

planning and design. 

 

 

GUIDELINES FOR PROGRAM DESIGN  
 

1. Ask (and answer) the right questions from the 

beginning 

2. Build a broad base of support 

3. Be flexible and responsive 

4. Remember that field placement personnel are 

essential 

5. Plan for sustainability from day one 

 

 

1. Ask (and Answer) the Right Questions from the 

Beginning  

 

As mentioned above, HPPAE models can differ according 

to local capacity, need and other factors.  To design a 

HPPAE that is feasible and best utilizes local resources and 

expertise, it is useful to consider the questions listed below.  

Throughout this report, you will find information on how 

existing HPPAEÕs have successfully approached a number 

of these issues.  It is important to note that there is not one 

correct response to these questions.  The intention, rather, 

is to encourage careful consideration of program objectives 

in relation to local setting characteristics Ð including the 

community and the university Ð and thoughtful program 

planning. 

 

School of Social Work 

1. Where within the school and university are there 
advocates and champions of this work, including: 
 Who are the aging advocates? 

 Who are the advocates for increased community 

collaboration and service? 

 Who are the advocates for innovation in social 

work education? 

 How can these advocates be mobilized in support 

of the HPPAE? 

 Is there an appropriate institutional (rather than 

individual level) base for the program? 

2. Who should serve as director of the HPPAE? 
 What are the advantages and disadvantages of 

having the field director oversee the HPPAE? 

 What are the advantages and disadvantages of 

having a faculty member oversee the HPPAE? 

3. What are the educational resources available to 
ensure that students have sufficient academic training 
for aging-focused field placements?  
 Are there classes and/or other educational 

opportunities available through the school and the 

university? 

 What needs to be done to ensure that students can 

and do access these opportunities? 

 How will gaps in the curriculum be filled? 
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4. What are the characteristics of social work students 
with current or potential interest in aging? 
 How many are there? 

 What are their skills and experience? 

 What are their financial and time constraints? 

5. What resources are needed and available to support 
the HPPAE? 
 What kind of staff support is needed and available? 

 What kind of financial resources (including in-

kind) are needed and available? 

 How likely is it that these resources will continue 

to be available? 

 To what extent can university administration and 

other departments contribute to the implementation 

and sustainability of the program? 

 
Community 

1. What are the characteristics of the local aging 
community? 
 What is the size of the aging population, relative to 

other populations? 

 What are their characteristics and needs? 

2. What agencies have an aging focus or serve a large 
aging population? 
 What type of services do these agencies provide? 

 To what extent do they need staff focused only on 

aging, as opposed to staff with a more generalist 

knowledge and skill base? 

 What experiences will students likely get at 

particular placements? 

3. What is their experience with students in general and 
with social work students in particular? 
 What is their interest and capacity with respect to 

field placements? 

 To what extent are they interested in providing 

training and educational opportunities to students, 

rather seeing students as inexpensive labor? 

 
Program scope 

1. Should the HPPAE be designed as an enhanced 
educational opportunity open only to the most 
qualified students or should it be considered a 
demonstration, suitable for replication and 

generalization (in full or in part) for all social work 
students interested in aging? 

2. Should the HPPAE be open to students without a firm 
commitment to aging, in hopes that participation will 
increase their interest and comfort level working with 
aging populations or should it be restricted to those 
most interested in and prepared to work with aging 
populations? 

 

2. Build a broad base of support 

At the local level, interest in developing a HPPAE is likely 

to start with an individual or small group of people hoping 

to enhance the training and practice of gerontologic social 

workers, so as to improve services provided to older adults.  

From the beginning, however, it is essential to garner a 

broad base of collaborators and support within the social 

work school, the university, and the wider community.  A 

broad base will ensure input that represents multiple 

perspectives and will encourage creative and proactive 

thinking.  Input from multiple people at the earliest stages 

is likely to result in a design that is feasible and well-

supported. 

 

[The field director] knows the agencies, she knows the 
community here, she knows CSWE requirements.  So she 
kept us honest in terms of what would be a realistic 
rotational strategy that was doable - that made use of 
existing resources in the community and that would 
satisfy Council on Social Work Education 
requirements…  Because I can talk about aging from a 
substantive perspective on what the issues that students 
should be exposed to should look like but… [she] can 
tell me whether there are agencies out there that can 
provide the opportunities … She gives it all a dose of 
reality.  (Lenard Kaye, University of Maine) 

 

Garnering support requires outreach to those who might be 

interested in the initiative (to bring them in to the 

partnership), as well as those who may feel it conflicts or 

competes with established interests (to work out concerns 

before they escalate).  Participation and support of 

university deans, school directors, and other decision-

makers are essential in the recruitment of other partners, as 
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they provide evidence to collaborators of university 

commitment.  Their role in facilitating sustained 

implementation, particularly if university resources will be 

utilized, is key. 

 

If you want to make changes, and that is what this is all 
about… you’ve got to get people to buy in and you’ve got 
to understand who the people are who can make that 
happen. (Marla Berg-Weger, Saint Louis University) 
  

3. Be Flexible and Responsive 

Among the most important and consistent lesson across 

sites is the need for flexibility, including:  

 Flexibility to consider change in established social 

work educational practices 

• I think that’s one of the prerequisites to a 
successful initiative.  A department, or a school, 
or a university that is welcome to thinking non-
traditionally about social work education. 
(Leonard, University of Maine) 

 Flexibility to make continued improvements in the 

program model 

 Flexibility that responds to individual student skills, 

interests and needs 

• Having flexibility about the kind of experience 
you offer makes a big difference.  I think if 
you’re too structured and too rigid in what 
you’re doing, that will fit some students and 
some it won’t fit so well. (Lorn Gingrich, 
Veterans Administration, University of Albany 
HPPAE) 

 

 Flexibility that responds to collaborator concerns 

 

Closely linked to flexibility in program design and 

implementation is an emphasis on inclusiveness and 

responsiveness to collaborators.  As described in more 

detail in the sections below, buy-in is enhanced if partners 

retain a voice in and derive benefits from program 

activities.  Partners are then willing to go beyond their 

prescribed role to support the broader program efforts.  For 

example, agency staff might do guest lectures, filling in 

gaps in the educational curriculum.  Students and program 

alumni may help with new student recruitment and 

screening or assist with fundraising and education and 

training.  One student, who had been a practicing lawyer, 

organized a conference that has become an annual Ð and 

very well-attended Ð event. 

 

[The student] came with a wealth of knowledge of the 
law and many friends in the community who were willing 
to come and speak for free about estate planning, wills, 
guardianship issues, all kinds of different issues that a 
lot of care providers and social workers in the 
community wanted to hear about from lawyers…(Nancy 
Kelly, University of Maine)  

 

Mechanisms for feedback from program participants at 

multiple levels (e.g. agency staff, students) should be 

established at the start of implementation.  Informal and 

formal mechanisms should be implemented, which may 

include focus groups, interviews, and surveys, facilitated 

by an advanced student or faculty member independent of 

the program.  Care should be taken to ensure that the 

burden of these activities is minimized, relative to the 

benefit expected. 

 

4. Remember that Field Placement Personnel are 

Essential 

Field placements represent the central component of the 

HPPAE.  It is therefore essential to have a staff member 

able to devote time to the appropriate Ð and often 

complicated Ð task of placing students in multiple, and 

complementary, practice settings.  Careful thought is 

needed in determining who that person will be: in some 

schools, the Field Director is responsible for HPPAE 

placements; elsewhere, it is a separate position that 

includes other HPPAE coordination responsibilities.  Both 

options have their advantages.  For example, establishing a 

separate position allows for a greater scope of work and 

more focused attention on the HPPAE students and the 

field agencies.  However the need for continued funding to 

support the salary of such an individual may affect 

sustainability.  In addition, if a new position is established, 

ongoing communication with the Field Director is 
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necessary to ensure that all students and all agencies have 

opportunities for optimal placements.   

 

Whether the Field Director or a separate staff person is 

responsible for HPPAE placements, he or she must be a 

person who is knowledgeable regarding the HPPAE 

competency and rotation expectations, the agencies 

working with older adults in the community, the 

experience gained at those agencies, and individual student 

capabilities and interests.  In addition, he or she must be 

able to serve as liaison and advisor to agencies and 

students, for purposes of planning and problem solving.    

 

 

5. Plan for Sustainability from Day One 

Resource requirements for implementation of a HPPAE 

include, at a minimum, student stipends and staff time.  

Payment for staff time often involves some combination of 

in-kind contributions and outside resources.  To the extent 

that in-kind support is provided, there must be a clear 

identification, and university recognition, of HPPAE 

responsibilities incumbent upon faculty and other staff.  

Funds may also be used for agency stipends, seminars, 

community meetings, and leadership activities.   

 

Normalization of HPPAE activities, so that they can draw 

on existing resources (e.g. dedication of a fixed number of 

university, publicly funded, or otherwise available stipends 

to HPPAE students, collaboration with university-based 

aging centers in the development of seminars), reduces the 

need for outside funding.  Coverage of student stipends 

may be available from potential employers, motivated to 

recruit and train high quality social work students that may 

eventually provide important services to the aging 

community.  The Veterans Administration (VA), for 

example, has a presence throughout the country and 

includes within its mission graduate education.  As part of 

the VA educational program, stipends for internships are 

available in a number of fields, including social work: 

 

If other sites or other schools of social work are close to 
or working with VA programs it certainly would be an 
option to pursue. [But], there will be one site where the 

Grad. Ed. program is really well developed and there 
might be other sites where there’s no Grad. Ed. program, 
or it is not developed at all.  And they haven’t gotten 
stipends in the past, so they’re starting from scratch.  
They may ask and they may get one the first year.  And if 
that goes well, they may get two… and it may develop 
and grow. (Lorn Gingrich, Veterans Administration, 
University of Albany HPPAE) 

 

Early identification and inclusion of agencies (like the VA) 

with potential to offer stipends to students can help 

promote sustainability of the initiative.  Similarly, 

identification of activities that support the HPPAE 

studentsÕ learning objectives and support HPPAE 

implementation represents an efficient use of resources.  

Examples include student involvement in proposal 

preparation, organization of seminars and colloquia, and 

research and presentations on local service needs.  

 

[The student’s] sole responsibility is helping us with the 
sustainability project.  He’s looking for foundations.  He 
will be helping us to write grants as well as working with 
the development office here at the university… (Nancy 
Kelly, University of Maine) 

 

In developing a plan for sustainability that involves outside 

funding sources, it is important to remember that there are 

likely many programs vying for limited grant funds.  In 

order to be competitive, documentation of the contributions 

the HPPAE offers to students, to the university, to agency 

collaborators, to older adults, and to the community as a 

whole must begin at program inception.  These 

contributions, which are likely to include increased 

university-community collaboration, an expansion of field 

placement sites, and social work students better prepared to 

care for older community members, can be demonstrated 

through descriptions of student projects, community 

advisory board meetings, seminars and colloquia.  From 

the university perspective, documenting that the HPPAE 

attracts students to the social work school may increase 

their commitment to the program.   
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Documentation that the program has received recognition 

can also be used as a selling point to the university and to 

outside funders. 

 

One of the things that I have done … to improve the 
awareness or really provide education to my 
administration and my colleagues has been to track the 
number of times we have appeared in any kind of 
national publication as a graduate school that has been 
a recipient of a HPPAE‡ grant.  Because, to me, that’s 
social currency.  If my institution is being named in a 
national publication, potential students, donors, 
individuals who may partner with us, other private 
foundations, are seeing that. (Colleen Reed, University 
of Denver) 

 

Careful documentation of the range of activities included 

in HPPAE, participant (including students, agency staff 

and agency clients) satisfaction with those activities, and 

program outcomes, is necessary to prepare proposals that 

are concrete and convincing.  Early collaboration with the 

university development and public relations departments 

may help with identification of possible funding sources, 

preparation of proposals, and information dissemination 

(e.g. in University publications).   

 

PROMISING PRACTICES  
 

In the following sections, promising practices and lessons 

learned regarding individual components of a HPPAE are 

described.  It should be noted, however, that in developing 

a HPPAE, the components can not be considered in 

isolation from one another.  Rather, they should be 

considered as an integrated and inter-related whole.  

Examples of these inter-relations are included in the 

practices described below. 

 

University-Community Partnership 
The HPPAE model emphasizes student exposure to a range 

of macro- and micro-level aging issues, attained through 

                                                
à At the time of the interviews the program was generally referred 
to as the PPP.  We have changed the reference (from PPP to 
HPPAE) within quotes for the sake of consistency. 

practicum experiences at multiple agencies that come 

together as a consortium.  A robust university- community 

partnership facilitates the identification of placements 

offering these varied experiences.  Configuring the 

partnerships as a consortium, rather that encompassing a 

set of individual relationships, supports needed networking 

and information exchange between the university and 

community agencies, across community agencies (who 

may otherwise have few opportunities for contact or 

collaboration), and between students and community 

institutions.  Enhanced communication facilitates 

improvements in the educational curriculum and in 

services for the local aging population. 

 

Part of [the focus of] this whole project overall has been, 
“How can this project best meet the needs of the 
community?”  And, certainly, having a better 
relationship, or a closer relationship, with [the 
agencies] makes me feel that we’re more tuned- in with 
this community. (Julie Birkenmaier, Saint Louis 
University) 

 
 University-community partnerships are considered 

most positively when they are multi-faceted and take 

on a variety of functions, including practical, 

educational and facilitative. 

 In recognition of their commitment and needs, 

opportunities for agency partners to network should 

be provided on a regular basis, so staff can learn 

about other programs in the community, meet staff 

from other agencies, and learn about substantive 

areas of practice.  The location of partnership 

meetings can rotate across member agencies, 

providing each with the opportunity to showcase their 

facility and staff.  

 

Partnership Configuration 
An inclusive and comprehensive process should be used to 

identify consortium members.  Although previous 

collaborators are likely to represent an efficient starting 

point, new partners should be identified as well.  

Recommendations may come from existing partners, 

others working in the field, students, or from older adults, 
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themselves.  It is important to include agencies that 

represent the full spectrum of aging, in terms of health, age, 

residence (home, as well as institution-based), and 

functioning and offer a range of micro and macro level 

programs and services.  Individual agencies that offer a 

variety of programs are often valuable partners, as they 

may offer students opportunities to experience integrated 

service delivery and to interact with clients in a number of 

capacities.   

 

Although the exact configuration of each university-

community partnership will be unique, common 

collaborators include: 

 

 Area Agency on Aging 

 AARP 

 Skilled nursing and residential care facilities 

 AlzheimerÕs Association 

 Adult Protective Services 

 Senior Centers 

 VeteranÕs Administration 

 Social Security Administration 

 Independent living programs 

 Hospitals 

 Hospices 

 Psychiatric facilities 

 Home health care programs 

 Meals programs 

 Adult day care 

 Family caregiver support programs 

 Advocacy organizations 

 Community Based Organizations, including those 

that are ethnic and faith-based 

 

Partnership Functioning 
Too often, the university and community operate in 

separate spheres with few opportunities to collaborate as 

equals.  School-based HPPAE staff must make ongoing 

efforts to:  

 

 Recognize and support the knowledge, experience, and 

competencies community agencies bring to the training 

of social workers; 

 Recognize the time that agency staff spend training and 

supervising students; 

 Ensure that community agencies are deriving benefits 

from participation in the project.   

 

It is important to remember that some field agencies must 

rely on students for optimal functioning and will want 

traditional practicum students (and their longer rotations) 

as well as HPPAE students.  Agencies will also want high 

quality students, whether or not they are participating in 

the HPPAE. 

 

Strong and effective partnerships are facilitated by regular 

in-person meetings (even where distance is an issue, 

quarterly meetings are preferred by many agency staff), 

with opportunities for feedback, problem-solving, 

networking, information dissemination, and education.  

Remote communication (email, listserves, conference 

calls) should supplement in-person meetings.  In many 

communities, there are few other opportunities for regular 

communication across agencies or between faculty and 

agency representatives.   

 

The field instructors meet one another… They feel they 
can turn to one another.  They share ideas…  The idea of 
doing the workshops every five weeks wasn’t just 
designed with the students in mind.  It was designed [as] 
another way we can give back to the agencies.  When we 
do programs, we bring in outside speakers, specialists, 
the invitation is open to the agencies.  And they can 
bring anyone – not just the field instructor…  I try to 
schedule them on the same day as the consortium 
meeting.  So, they come here for the consortium meeting, 
we feed them lunch, and then right after… is the 
workshop.  (Susan Stark, University of Denver) 

 
The existence of a functioning collaborative gives the 

HPPAE a concrete presence in the community and the 

university that it might otherwise lack.  Potentially, the 

collaborative can provide information to the social work 

school regarding community needs and can form a base of 

support for a broader range of aging focused efforts. 
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Agencies give us feedback on students and the 
marketplace and the profession that we don’t get 
[otherwise]. (Celeste Jones, California State University, 
Chico) 

 

Particularly at small schools, with few faculty members 

having an aging focus, agency staff may be utilized as 

guest speakers in the classroom, providing specialized 

information to HPPAE and other students alike.   

 

In sum, university-community partnership can serve many 

functions including: 

 

 Program planning, oversight and evaluation 

individually or through participation on a project 

advisory board 

 Student recruitment, screening and assessment 

 Fundraising 

 Networking 

 Community outreach and a forum for improved 

university-community communication and relations 

 Academic and practical information exchange 

 

 

University Responsibilities  
The School of Social Work has responsibility for 

coordinating the HPPAE and recruitment of students.  The 

school must also ensure that students have the 

competencies and full academic preparation needed for 

their practicum placements, including knowledge of: 

 

 Normal aging 

 Physiology of aging 

 Mental health 

 Entitlement programs for the aging 

 Legal and financial issues relevant to the elderly 

 

With less time at each site, preparation assumes greater 

significance. Yet, given the scarcity of gerontology courses 

in schools of social work, adequate preparation may 

present a challenge.  If expertise is not available within the 

social work faculty, practitioners should be asked to lead 

seminars or colloquia to fill important knowledge gaps.  In 

addition, appropriate courses should be identified in other 

parts of the university. 

 

Ongoing focused education can be provided through the 

specialized seminars offered to HPPAE students and others.  

Seminars should provide students with the educational 

information they need to better understand field 

experiences.   

 

The first [seminar] was, for example, on self-neglect and 
Adult Protective Services because so many of our 
students were shocked at some of the things they were 
seeing in the rural communities. “Wow, can someone be 
allowed to live like this without any food or 
transportation –  and income problems?”  So we 
brought in some people from Adult Protective Services to 
talk about that.  And those [opportunities] are essential, 
because if we are going to be on the cutting edge of 
interventions and treatment in this area, you really have 
to have the didactic …  I’ve always wanted to avoid only 
focusing on clinical intuition.  We need to be aware and 
to integrate, like what we’re doing now – the university, 
and the faculty, and the field. (Virginia Richardson, 
Ohio State University) 

 
They may include didactic education, discussion, student 

presentations, field visits, and guest lectures.  Inclusion of 

field visits and guest lectures heightens community 

awareness of the HPPAE and aging issues. 

 

Competency-Based Education 
 

Created by leading academics and practitioners in the field, 

the Geriatric Social Work Competencies are included in 

standards for geriatric care and instruction.  The 

competencies should be used to guide the rotation 

experience (both placement and on-site responsibilities) 

and classroom activities, and as a conceptual bridge 

between the two.   

 

They’ve done a wonderful job of putting together a very 
nice concise list of competencies.  So that when you 
finish the program, ideally, you will have had exposure 
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to all the different competencies on this list. … if one site 
is very practice focused and doesn’t have a lot of 
opportunity to delve into policy, … or has more service 
provision, then we make sure that the other site has a 
little more [of] those opportunities for the students… 
And the competencies are a great help to be able to do 
that in a very objective way. (Julie Birkenmaier, Saint 
Louis University) 

 
The list of competencies should be covered in the training 

and orientation of field instructors, so they are prepared to 

utilize the competencies in structuring the practicum 

experience and in supervisory sessions.  Students should 

also be familiar with the competencies, so they can 

conceptualize the knowledge, skills, and accomplishments 

deriving from each practicum experience, and to identify 

gaps that need to be addressed.   

 

Some HPPAE programs offer a specialized integrative 

seminar for HPPAE students, which links academic and 

field training.  The competencies can be used as an 

organizing principle within these seminars.  For example, 

cases and situations from the practicum sites can be 

discussed in relation to the competencies they address or 

the competencies they require.   

 

Field Rotations 
Traditional social work field practice is designed to 

provide students with in-depth experience in a relatively 

limited number of settings.  The HPPAE model represents 

an alternative to established practice, emphasizing a 

breadth of exposure through rotations to multiple sites.  

The rotation model facilitates exposure to different types of 

agencies, including agencies that: 

 

 Provide direct services and those with other functions, 

including advocacy, research, and education; 

 Address different types of needs including mental 

and physical health, case management, and social 

support; 

 Offer services across the spectrum of aging, both in 

terms of age and need; 

 Are diverse in size, scope, affiliation and ownership. 

Similarly, rotations allow students to take on a range of 

traditional and non-traditional responsibilities, including 

client assessment, case management, and counseling, as 

well as program planning, research and evaluation, 

fundraising (including proposal development), advocacy, 

and community outreach and education. 

 

I think the macro part has been neglected historically in 
all settings and there’s so much need in the older adult 
field for macro – -there’s so much that needs to be done.  
And if we don’t train them to work in that realm as well 
as just work one-on-one with older adults, we’ve missed 
the boat.  We’ve really missed an opportunity.  (Arlene 
Phalen Hostetter,  PASSAGES, California State 
University, Chico HPPAE)  

 
An expansion in the number of practicum sites necessities 

a reduction in the time spent at each site.  Expectations and 

job responsibilities must realistically reflect student 

availability, meaning that there may be some changes in 

functional responsibilities, as compared to responsibilities 

of social work students in a traditional practicum.  The 

rotation model is most effectively implemented where: 

 

 Agencies, students, and schools see the practicum as a 

rich, competency and skill based learning opportunity, 

rather than a chance for students to learn to perform a 

particular job; 

So when that student comes to me and is that excited, 
when I’m looking at her, I’m actually looking at a 
roomful of vulnerable people she is going to help 
(Colleen Reed, University of Denver) 

 Traditional expectations that retain importance, 

including continuity of patient care and experience and 

comfort with responsibilities that are prerequisites for 

certification and future employment, are identified and 

fulfilled;  

 Academic preparation and administrative requirements 

are responsive to reductions in the practicum duration 

(e.g. finger-printing and TB testing is done by the 

university in advance of the placements). 
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Rotation Design 
Implementing a rotation model reflects a paradigm shift for 

those involved in social work education and therefore 

represents a particularly challenging component of the 

HPPAE model.  Existing programs have met this challenge 

in varied ways, including: 

 

 Spreading the HPPAE over two years, with rotations 

over both years or a series of rotations in the first 

year and a single placement in the second;  

 A series of sequential rotations (7-12 weeks each);  

 Rotations within a large, multi-faceted agency (e.g. 

the Veterans Administration) that offers a range of 

services and learning opportunities; 

 A ÒhubÓ model, whereby students get more extensive 

experience at one or two ÒprimaryÓ sites and more 

limited exposure (possibly just one day per site) at 

other ÒsecondaryÓ sites.     

 

In considering HPPAE model attributes it may be helpful 

to consider the following: 

 

Questions for Designing a Rotation Model 

 

1. What configuration of field placements facilitates the 
development of all necessary competencies? 
 What competencies can be gained at each potential 

placement site? 

 How long and how often should a student be at a 

site to gain specific competencies, while meeting 

the expectations of the agencies? 

 What number of rotations is feasible? What 

number is optimal? Should rotations be 

implemented over one or two years? 

 Is there sufficient staff time and support to 

organize and oversee a particular rotation model? 

2. Should the rotations be sequential, concurrent, or a 
combination of both? 
 How should the combination of rotations be 

structured? 

 Should combinations be fixed or individualized? 

 Should there be stratification of rotations (e.g. a 

primary and a secondary, a primary and multiple 

secondary sites) 

3. What mechanisms need to be established to ensure 
appropriate communication and supervision? 
 Are there appropriate and sufficient 

communication mechanisms between rotation 

sites? 

 Are there appropriate and sufficient 

communication mechanisms between the school 

and the sites, regarding student supervision, 

curriculum content, and other issues? 

 How are students supervised at each of their 

rotations Ð are there staff qualified to serve as field 

instructors? Is there a need for task supervisors in 

addition to field instructors? 

 

Input from agency and field placement staff is essential to 

the design of the rotation model.  Once implementation is 

underway, mechanisms for feedback Ð including feedback 

from students Ð must be established.  Virtually all schools 

find it necessary to make adjustments to their original 

design.  

 

You refine it over time.  We’ve discovered that we don’t 
want the experience to be a crazy-making one for 
students.  The point is not simply to get them to say that 
they’ve been to this or that agency.  We want it to be a 
meaningful experience.  And so we’ve thought through 
and tweaked to some degree the amount of time they 
spend at agencies and also the number of agencies they 
visit, so that it’s doable. (Lenard Kaye, University of 
Maine) 

 
As noted above, it is essential that rotations are configured 

in such a way that students acquire the skills and 

experience necessary for licensing and to meet the 

expectations of future employers.  Where this has been a 

concern, clinical sites have been used as the primary 

placement (2 days per week); with the secondary 

placement (1 day per week) at a site addressing macro 

level issues.  Other approaches include spreading the 
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rotations over two years and increasing the number of 

hours per week in the field. 

 

Student Placement 
HPPAEÕs utilize a variety of methods for placement of 

students.  Although a few rely on the students to identify 

and arrange for their own placements (within a fixed set of 

options), most work with the student to ensure that the 

placements suit the studentÕs skills, experience and interest 

Ð and that he or she will be acquiring all the needed 

competencies through the rotation experience.  Agency 

staff commonly retain responsibility for final selection of 

students that will be placed with them, so as to ensure that 

they feel the matches are suitable to their needs. 

 

To promote efficiency, some schools use a Òplacement 

fair,Ó which offers all HPPAE students the opportunity to 

learn about all possible placements.  Following the fair, the 

students may indicate their preferred placements, which are 

then reviewed by HPPAE and agency staff: 

 

The past few years they’ve done what they call a tea 
where the field instructors and the students come 
together and the field instructors say what they do and 
they kind of mingle… It’s very informal.  [The students] 
get a chance to ask questions. (Diane Van Dusen, Eddy 
Alzheimer's Services, University of Albany HPPAE) 

 
 
Rotations in Rural Settings: Factors to 
Consider 
Rural settings present unique challenges to the rotation 

model.  The low population density necessitates a Òcradle 

to graveÓ focus for social work and other service provision; 

few agencies are likely to have a specific aging focus.  

Students anticipating working in rural areas must, therefore, 

have generalized knowledge and skills to meet the needs of 

potential employers.  Furthermore, with fewer agencies 

overall, there are likely to be fewer agencies employing 

staff with appropriate credentials to serve as field 

instructors to social work students.  In general, identifying 

agencies that meet the requirements of the HPPAE, the 

school of social work, and the CSWE can be difficult.  In 

addition, the travel required to multiple agencies may place 

a practical and financial burden on students.   

 

Despite these challenges, highly successful HPPAEÕs have 

been developed in rural areas. Strategies utilized include: 

 

 Primary placement at a large or umbrella 

organization (e.g. an Area Agency on Aging), 

through which rotations can be organized Ð possibly 

by agency staff.   

 Primary placement at a site with a staff person 

qualified and willing to serve as field instructor while 

the student is on site and while the student is on 

rotation.  At the secondary site, a Òtask supervisorÓ 

oversees the students work. 

 Scheduling classes on consecutive days, so that 

students can spend the remaining days in the vicinity 

of their practicum. 

 

Expanded Field Instructor Role 
An expanded Field Instructor role implies both expanded 

responsibilities and expanded recognition.  Field 

Instructors at the partnership agencies should be advocates 

for the HPPAE rotation design and should take an active 

role in project implementation, in addition to enhanced 

supervision of students.  Fortunately, many agency staff 

welcome this expanded role.  They see the need for 

focused attention to gerontological social work and the 

value of rotations to multiple sites.  In addition, agency 

staff appreciate the selective nature of the program and the 

enhanced education that students receive.  Thus, the 

increased workload is balanced by the knowledge that they 

are providing a service to the students, to their agency and 

to aging population within their community.     

 

That’s where it has to start.  That buy-in from the 
agencies, that collaboration.  That you’re doing 
something more than just getting a student to help out 
with your work.  Yeah, that’s great but what you’re 
really doing is helping train a workforce for geriatrics. 
(Diane Van Dusen, Eddy Alzheimer's Services, 
University of Albany HPPAE) 
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HPPAE programs may be structured with different field 

instructors at each rotational site or with a single field 

instructor supervising students across all rotations.  The 

former has the advantage of closer on-site supervision.  

The latter also has advantages, including continuity of 

instructor and potential inclusion of rotational sites without 

staff meeting field instructor qualifications.  If the latter 

structure is utilized, it is essential that the field instructor is 

familiar with all the rotation sites, the learning 

opportunities available in each, and the level of on-site 

supervision provided. 

 

Participation in a HPPAE does involve increased 

commitments of both time and effort.  Efforts should be 

made to garner the support of agency directors, so they can 

better understand the commitment staff are expected to 

make.  

 

STUDENT RECRUITME NT 
The HPPAE has a dual objective of: (1) increasing interest 

in and (2) increasing competency in gerontologic social 

work.   This dual objective allows for recruitment of 

students without a definite interest in geriatrics as well as 

enhanced training for those already committed to the field.  

Although both approaches are possible, it is essential that 

student interest and expertise be consistent with the 

expectations of the program and the field sites.  Including 

agency staff in the interview and selection process 

improves the likelihood that the selected students are 

appropriate to their needs.   

 
I think it’s essential that the support is there for the field 
instructors.  That the field instructors are able to get 
some input into the students that they’re going to have 
with them.  There has to be good communication.  It has 
to be tighter than a traditional field model. (Diane Van 
Dusen, Eddy Alzheimer's Services, University of Albany 
HPPAE) 

 
Independent of other qualifications, education and training 

in gerontology, either through regular coursework or 

specialized seminars, is key to high quality work. 

 

Whether a more inclusive approach is warranted may 

depend on the size and interest of the student body.  A 

small school may want to recruit students without a 

definite interest in aging, assuming that the student has the 

skills, training and/or prior work experience to meet the 

program expectations.  In fact, students may be interested 

in the program for aspects other than its aging focus, such 

as increased expectations or exposure to multiple field sites.  

Many people do find that exposure serves to increase 

interest. Others, like the student described in the second 

quotation Ð who has a strong interest in children Ð  may 

never specialize in aging but may increase their capacity 

within other areas of focus. 

 

I’ve known a number who came in who really weren’t 
sure, frankly.  They were attracted by … sometimes I 
think it’s the additional rigor of the program.  So the 
folks that we’re getting have a greater sense of 
motivation and dedication and are looking for more and 
better…. I can’t think of anyone who didn’t end up 
falling in love with the population and wanting to stay in 
this field….so if it takes a more rigorous program or a 
stipend or whatever it is to attract them in, that’s ok. 
(Lorn Gingrich, Veterans Administration, University of 
Albany HPPAE) 
 

If [he] goes back to working with kids that’s fine, but I 
think … he’ll be better for it.  Because those kids have 
older parents, those kids have grandparents.  Those kids 
themselves need to be exposed to more aging issues. 
(Marla Berg-Weger, Saint Louis University)   

 
 

Recruitment Methods 
Recruitment of qualified candidates is enhanced by 

program flexibility, prestige, and stipends.  Outreach is 

necessary, starting early in the educational experience, to 

ensure that possible recruits are aware of the program and 

its educational value.  Outreach should utilize a variety of 

people (e.g. faculty, current students, alumni, agency staff) 

and should utilize multiple methods including: 
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 Dissemination of information (written and verbal) as 

part of new student recruitment and orientation 

A flyer advertising HPPAE was included in the 
orientation packet for every incoming student.  Also, 
a PowerPoint presentation was delivered to 
showcase the second year of HPPAE …  This 
presentation included a photographic display of 
older adults,…depicted the needs of gerontological 
social workers in Kentucky and provided statistics 
and possible areas for providing services.  The 
presentation was very well received and many 
students approached [faculty] afterward to discuss 
their interests in joining HPPAE. [University of 
Lousville report] 

 

 Promotion by faculty during classes and when meeting 

with students individually 

I have to say, I actually believe it’s the individual 
face to face time.  I spend a considerable amount of 
time with students… talking about geriatric social 
work, talking about aging, talking about my own 
research. (Colleen Reed, University of Denver) 

 
 Outreach by current students in informal and formal 

settings, including through classroom presentations. 

 

 Presence at practicum fairs with informational flyers 

and brochures and opportunities to meet faculty 

supervisors and field instructors. 

 

 Posting of information about the HPPAE on the 

bulletin boards throughout the school and on the school 

of social work website, including contact information 

to learn more and to submit an application.  

 

 Promotion by administrative staff 

I believe that our admission staff, our financial aid 
staff, even our registrar - these are people who are 
constantly talking to students who are interested in 
the [school of social work].  Before they even apply, 
they hear about [the HPPAE] and about what an 
amazing opportunity it is. (Colleen Reed, University 
of Denver) 

 Brown bags or other special events 

 

 Public recognition of HPPAE student accomplishments 

at school-wide ceremonies, including graduation. 

[We]  presented an overview of the HPPAE to all 
1000 attendees of the commencement ceremony, 
with special emphasis on the prestige and honor of 
…[the] HPPAE students.  Each student was called 
to the stage individually and given a certificate 
confirming the gerontology specialization and a 
certificate from New York Academy of Medicine and 
John A. Hartford Foundation on completing the 
requirements of the HPPAE. [University of 
Louisville report] 

 
 Outreach by program alumni  

 

Stipends represent an important incentive for HPPAE 

participation and should be offered as part of the program.  

The stipend should be sufficient to cover the costs 

associated with the HPPAE (e.g. in some programs, 

students are likely to commute to different sites) and, if 

possible, to be competitive with other opportunities 

students have available.  Stipends convey to students the 

idea that the work is important and that their contribution is 

valued.  However, stipends should not be so large as to 

significantly affect the sustainability and scope (i.e. 

number of students) of the HPPAE or to serve as incentive 

to participate to those decidedly uninterested in the content 

of the program.  Such students are unlikely to continue in 

aging after graduation, particularly in areas where services 

are less prestigious or lower paid.  The unique educational 

opportunities offered through the program are incentive to 

many participants.  The stipend should be at the level to 

secure and motivate, rather than coerce, program interest. 

 

WHO ARE WE LOOKING F OR? 
In addition to knowledge and interest in aging, recruitment 

efforts should focus on students that are independent, 

resilient, patient and confident.  An ability to adapt quickly 

to a new setting and Òhit the ground running,Ó is 

considered key.   
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Students that are assertive, students that are independent 
in their work, students that are very interested in the 
learning process and see a lot of value to the practicum 
…It’s students that embrace it as an exciting opportunity 
that get the most out of it.  Students that are willing to 
take on a lot of responsibility. (Julie Birkenmaier, Saint 
Louis University) 

 
Interviews and references, including references from prior 

field instructors and/or employers, should be used in the 

selection process. 

 

For this kind of internship experience, it is important for 
a student to be able to work independently, to have some 
confidence… We really rely on the students to negotiate 
between the [rotation sites]  – schedules, plans and such 
– and to tell us when there’s something they need to do 
for the other agency…  Students that… can handle the 
stress of having one foot in one place and one foot in 
another place and knowing where they’re going the next 
day… all those kinds of qualities are, I think, as 
important if not more so to the experience … as things 
specifically related to social work or aging.  (Tianna 
Pettinger, Senior Services of Albany, Alumnus, 
University of Albany HPPAE) 

 

The number of students in a HPPAE will vary according to 

the size and interest of the student body, the time 

commitment of faculty and staff, and the scope of the 

community partnership.  It is important to remember that 

peers provide important supports to HPPAE students and 

enhance one anotherÕs learning opportunities.  Thus, the 

HPPAE should not be a singular effort.  Successful 

HPPAEÕs have been implemented, however, with small (as 

few as 4) cohorts of students.  Agency representatives from 

the Albany HPPAE noted: 

 

Every other week they have a seminars – where they talk 
about a case, and then they become educated in the field 
of the aging – that students are responsible for 
developing. So, that allows them to build rapport with 
each other, to talk about issues in field, to talk about 

challenging problems that they may have. [Albany 
agency group 19:16] 

 

NON-TRADITIONAL STUDENTS  
In any social work program, a portion of the student body 

will come into school with a defined population interest.  

Social work may be a secondary interest - they may, for 

example, enter the field for the opportunities it provides to 

work with children.  Rather than expending efforts to 

change the population interests of such students, one might 

learn from their example and try to recruit into social work 

people with an established interest in aging.  In many cases, 

these are older students who are pursuing a second career.  

These students may come with significant life experience, 

including care for aging parents, which motivates and 

informs their educational experience. 

 
To attract potential students that are interested in aging, 

information on the HPPAE and gerontological social work 

should be made available in the wider community, at 

seminars and conference on aging, and online.  

 

LEADERSHIP  
The rigorous selection criteria and high level of 

responsibility within HPPAEÕs selects for natural leaders.  

Throughout the country, HPPAE students have shown their 

leadership skills and made significant and lasting 

contributions to their schools, agencies and communities.  

Examples include the legal conference described in a 

previous section, aging focused disaster preparedness, 

community needs assessments, development of screening 

tools, publication of an original article, testimony at the 

state legislature regarding a proposed bill, and advocacy 

within practicum sites. 

 

So here you had a psychiatric hospital that has a drug 
treatment program designed for 20 year olds, and a lot 
of the people coming were 55 and over and had very 
different profiles.  So that was great to be able to have a 
student there because the student brought with her a real 
passion …. It wasn’t necessarily that the student went in 
and soaked up the information about working with the 
elderly, but the student went in and challenged the 
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organization with, “What are we doing for this 
population? Look at the number of people that are in 
your organization that fit this criteria.”  But [care is] 
not competent – you know like culturally competent, it’s 
not competent age wise also. (Nancy Kelly, University of 
Maine) 

 

As mentioned above, many social work students interested 

in aging are pursuing second careers; these individuals can 

bring knowledge and skills from their prior work into their 

social work training, giving them a unique perspective and 

a unique set of skills as well as confidence gained from 

prior work experience.   

 

Opportunities to present leadership projects enhance the 

HPPAE experience, provide recognition to the students, 

and can be used to advertise to others the good work of the 

program.  Presentations at HPPAE consortium meetings 

may serve a dual purpose: offering leadership experience 

for students and information for consortium members. 

 

IN CONCLUSION  
The model of the Hartford Partnership Program for Aging 

Education has been widely used to expand and enhance the 

training of gerontologic social workers.  Its emphasis on 

university-community collaboration, the attainment of 

multiple gerontologic competencies, and multiple and 

diverse practicum experiences has offered students, faculty 

and community-based staff a range of valuable and 

innovative opportunities, helping them to better care for 

older adults and to become leaders in the field.  We look 

forward to adoption of the model at an increasing number 

of schools of social work and welcome questions and 

comments that may facilitate this growth.  
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