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Differential Mental Health Assessment in Older Adults

Course Integration Plans and Suggestions

Course:  Health and Human Behavior
Project Topics to Include in Curriculum:

· Common vs. normal symptoms/ characteristics of older adults
· Cultural and spiritual influences on health behaviors of older adults

· Impact of grief and loss

· Inclusion of family members of older adults in assessment and care
Possible Student Learning Activities:

In-class:
· Case studies to include presentations of grief, loss, and environmental issues.
· Facilitate an older adult focus group/panel in class.  Group of older adults should represent a diverse range of age, race, gender, sexual orientation, religion (or focus on one aspect).  Students should formulate questions prior to the focus group.

Out-of-class:

· Interview an older adult to gain his/ her perspective on aging and concerns as he/ she ages.  Write a reflection on the interview, noting how the discussion changed your perceptions on aging.
· Family interview:  Interview family members of an older adult to gain perspective on caregiving.
· Diversity assignment:  Write and/or present on a specific population of older adults (race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, gender, religion).  Discuss the impact of this group’s experiences on health and aging (common physical/mental health conditions; effect on presentation of physical/ mental health symptoms; effect on seeking care and type of care preferred; implications for social work practice).

Course:  Social Work Practice and Mental Health
Project Topics to Include in Curriculum:

· Assessment of medical issues which may present as mental health conditions (i.e., Vitamin B-12 or D deficiency, urinary tract infection, staph infection, pain, stroke, hypothyroidism, low blood sugar in those with diabetes)

· Effects of pharmacology on mental health of older adults

· Differentiating the “3 Ds”—depression, dementia, delirium

· Suicide assessment

Possible Student Learning Activities:

In-class:
· Case studies to include presentations of medical issues which may present as mental health conditions (i.e., Vitamin B-12 or D deficiency, urinary tract infection, staph infection, pain, stroke, hypothyroidism, low blood sugar in those with diabetes), effects of medications, “3 Ds”
· Role-play interviewing older adults using some commonly used assessment tools (GDS, MMSE, CAM)
Out-of-class:

· Create an assessment tool for use with older adults, which will help to differentiate depression, delirium, and dementia.
· Write a paper discussing the presentation of depression in older adults.  Discuss the presentation of depression in older adults compared to that in the younger population; assessment of depression in older adults; challenges in the diagnosis of depression in older adults; and treatment.
Course:  Social Work Practice in the Health Field
Project Topics to Include in Curriculum:

· Importance of a bio-psycho-social assessment of older adults
· Assessing environmental issues of older adults
· Advocating for the older adult (and their families) in hospital, nursing home, assisted living, and community settings
· Promoting a “positive aging” attitude with health professionals
Possible Student Learning Activities:

In-class:
· Case studies to include presentation of both medical and mental health disorders, environmental, family, social issues affecting health.
· Role-play an initial assessment of an older adult and his/her family members.  Questions should be formulated, individually or in groups, previous to the role play.  
Out-of-class:

· Visit an independent living facility, assisted living facility, nursing home, and hospital (choose at least 2 to visit).  Write a paper describing comparing and contrasting environment of each, the care that older adults receive, engagement of older adults, type and number of staff, strengths and weaknesses.  Also reflect on your overall experience visiting these facilities. 
· Shadow (or interview) a doctor or nurse specializing in geriatrics, including assessments of older adult patients.  Write a paper describing assessment instruments used, types of questioning, amount of time spent with each patient, rapport with patients, physical and mental health issues that commonly arise.

Course:  Health and Mental Health Policy
Project Topics to Include in Curriculum:

· Understanding how social policy affects the health of older adults

· Effects Medicare on the health assessment and treatment of older adults

· Special populations of older adults to consider in policy issues—war veterans, gay/lesbian/bisexual/transgender older adults, women, minorities
Possible Student Learning Activities:

In-class:

· Case studies to include issues related to older adults’ access to care.  
· Facilitate an older adult focus group/ panel in class.  Group of older adults should represent a diverse range of age, race, gender, sexual orientation, religion (or focus on one aspect).  Students should formulate questions prior to the focus group.
Out-of-class:  
· Research a social policy affecting older adults.  What are the goals and structure of the policy; how does the policy affect the health of older adults; how does the policy advocate for social justice (or how does it not); what are the implications for social work practice with older adults?
· Interview a geriatric health practitioner (doctor, nurse, social worker, psychiatrist) with a focus on how Medicare and other social policies affect their practice with older adults.
Course:  Complementary and Alternative Approaches to Health Care
Project Topics to Include in Curriculum:

· Effects of herbal medicine and supplements on diagnosis and treatment of health and mental health conditions of older adults

· Complementary and alternative approaches beneficial for common conditions among older adults—i.e. prayer, meditation, guided imagery, healing touch, music and art therapy may be helpful in easing chronic pain, relieving stress, coping with grief and loss, and dealing with end-of-life issues
· Role of spirituality in the lives of older adults

Possible Student Learning Activities:

In-class:

· Case studies to include how herbal medicine/ supplements may present as or complicate physical or mental health conditions.  

· Invite a panel of complementary and alternative health care professionals (i.e., healing touch practitioner, music therapist, art therapist) to speak on their experience working with older adult clients and potential to utilize complementary and alternative methods with older adults.

Out-of-class:  
· Design a spiritual assessment tool specific for older adults.  The instrument should help in assessing the role of spirituality in the lives of older adults and how spirituality can be utilized as a strength in health care.

· Research a physical or mental health condition common in older adults and the complementary or alternative methods beneficial for someone with the condition.  In a paper, include the symptoms of the condition, how the it is assessed, co-occurring conditions, a description of beneficial complementary/alternative methods given the condition, benefits and potential risks of those methods with older adults, contexts in which the methods are used with older adults, and potential to integrate the methods into social work practice with older adults. 
Course:  Clinical Diagnosis and Social Work Practice
Project Topics to Include in Curriculum:

· Special issues of consideration in mental health assessment of older adults—elder abuse/ neglect, substance abuse, grief and loss
· Role of the family in the mental health assessment of  older adults

· Assessment of dementias (including differentiating dementia from other physical/ mental health issues)

· Cultural issues (including race, gender, sexual orientation, religion, spirituality) affecting older adults in seeking and receiving mental health treatment 

Possible Student Learning Activities:

In-class:

· Case studies to include presentation of special issues (mentioned above), Alzheimer’s disease and other dementias.

· Role-play an initial assessment of an older adult who has experienced abuse/neglect, substance abuse, grief and loss.

Out-of-class:

· Create an instrument to be used in gathering information from family members of older adults (find out the older adult’s baseline of functioning in various areas).
· Research a common mental health condition experienced by older adults.  (How does the condition present? Are there co-occurring physical and/ or mental health conditions? What medications and treatment are usually used for this condition?; Any side effects/ interactions of medications used?  Specific concerns for special populations experiencing this condition?  Caregiving issues?)
Course:  Pharmacology in Social Work Practice
Project Topics to Include in Curriculum:

· Assessment of medication history with older adults and the role of the family in providing background

· Potentially dangerous drugs for older adults (Beers List) (Fick et al., 2003)
· Medication side effects/interactions that may present as physical and/or mental health conditions

· Using medication to manage pain in older adults and promote community engagement

· Cultural considerations in older adults’ acceptance and adherence to drug treatment
Possible Student Learning Activities:

In-class:

· Case studies to include presentations of complications with medication.

· Role-play taking a drug history with an older adult and family members.
Out-of-class:

· Interview a pharmacist focusing on issues specific to older adults, and report on your findings.  

· Research drug treatment for an older adult experiencing a mental health condition.  Write on the benefits of the treatment, possible side effects and/or drug interactions, ways in which the treatment may interfere with the patient’s functioning (physically, mentally and emotionally), alternatives to the drug treatment, and how to assess for complications with the medications.  
Course: End of Life Care and Social Work Practice on an Interprofessional Team
Project Topics to Include in Curriculum:

· Advocating for the older adult and caregivers with health professionals

· Role of spirituality in the lives of older adults
· Complementary and alternative approaches beneficial for common conditions among older adults—i.e. prayer, meditation, guided imagery, healing touch, music and art therapy may be helpful in easing chronic pain, relieving stress, coping with grief and loss, and dealing with end-of-life issues

· Assessment and treatment of common vs. normal symptoms
Possible Student Learning Activities:

In-class:
· Role-play a therapeutic session depicting a family of an older adult making decisions at end of life.  

· Invite a panel of hospice workers representing various fields to speak on their specific roles and experiences and their approaches to assessing and addressing client and family needs.  
Out-of-class:  

· Design a spiritual assessment tool specific for older adults.  The instrument should help in assessing the role of spirituality in the lives of older adults and how spirituality can be utilized as a strength in health care.

· Visit a hospice setting, or interview a hospice worker.  Using knowledge gained from the visit or interview, along with outside research, write about the strengths and challenges of hospice care; contexts in which hospice is utilized; the decision-making process leading to hospice care; family members’ perspectives; ethical issues and cultural considerations involved in hospice care and/or the decision to enter into hospice care.
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