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Perceptions of Age Lab: In-Class Exercise
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School of Social Work

Purpose:

The purpose of this 1–2-page lab is to provide students with a better understanding the ways in which society and cultures define older people. You are to listen for the issues and concerns of persons who are older and, together, discuss strategies that these might be addressed.
I. Select a partner for your dialogue

Identify an individual whom you consider to be “older.” This person is your partner in this age lab. (Given that “older” is a relative term, you are to specifically look for someone who is in the developmental stage of later life, not just someone “older” than you).
II. Describe your partner

Provide details about your partner in terms of gender, your relationship with this person, his or her self-identified age (do not force your partner to divulge his/her chronological age unless he/she chooses to do so), and any other characteristics you feel might enrich the description. Refer to your partner by name, whether real or fictional. (Note that your partner’s reluctance to tell you his/her chronological age is an example of internalized ageism). 
III. Hear his or her perspective

· Ask how your partner self-identifies with regard to his/her age. Which terms for aging and old does your partner accept and which terms does he/ she find offensive? 

· What does your partner feel is the greatest misconception about being older? Who are the people that most frequently perpetuate this misconception? How does this misconception make your partner feel about him or herself?

· What would your partner like society at large to understand about persons who are older?

· What does your partner think needs to change to make society less oppressive for older adults? What strategies could be employed to address oppression based on age?

IV. Listen for your partner’s fears and legacy

According to Erickson, later life development is theorized as the stage of “generativity vs. despair.” Older persons may view the rest of their lives as a time to contribute to future generations, or look back on their lives with regret. What fears, if any, does your partner have with regard to aging, and what is the primary lesson that guides him or her through life (i.e., “words to live by”)?
In class Exercise

I. Picture yourself at age 60
List four characteristics that you would like to have at age 60
List four characteristics that a five-year-old passing you on the street would see.


II. Picture yourself at 80
List four characteristics that you would like to have at age 80
List four characteristics that a 25-year-old passing you on the street would see
What has changed for you since age 60?


This in-class exercise can increase students’ awareness of their own and others’ ageism and as well as their own fears and hopes about aging. It is relevant to infuse in courses in Human Behavior and the Social Environment, practice and cultural diversity.





The Advanced Gero Social Work Practice Guide (Curriculum Resource Examples) identifies this in-class exercise to support students' attainment of Educational Policy 2.1.1: Identify as a professional social worker and conduct oneself accordingly, and Advanced Gero Practice Behavior: Assess and address values and biases regarding aging.
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