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Teaching Tips

Elder Mentorship in Graduate Education

Graham D. Rowles & John F. Watkins,
University of Kentucky

One ofthe most distressing features of adult
developmentand aginginstruction is how little this
processdirectly involves elders. Didacticlecture
formats necessarily offer a venue for talking about
elders, andinnovative class assignments and
service learning opportunities may evenallow
limitedinteractions between students and elders.
Clearly such pedagogical approaches have merit;
any scholarly pursuitrequires a certain amount of
‘book learning,’ and observationsin facilities
geared toward seniors along with some student-
elderinteraction lend valuable contextto
instructional materials derived from class. Butto
assume that such amix oflearning opportunities
aloneis optimal, or even sufficient, isinourview
anexpression of supreme arrogance. Students
remain ‘outside lookingin,’ and neverreally getthe
chance tofully internalize the true meanings of
growingolder. Only elders themselves can know
the actual experience of their aging, and only full
involvementof an elderin astudent’'s learning can
allowtherichness ofthis experiencetobe
appreciated and connected to classroomthemes
and concepts. Inthe Ph.D. Programin
Gerontology atthe University of Kentucky, we have
developed a strategy foraddressing this problem.
We have established an elder mentorship
componentwherein each entering doctoral
studentisimmediately teamed with acommunity
elder, and together they are assigned and work
together on avariety of activities thatreflecta
semester-long progression of topics withina core
seminarrequired of all students.

Recruiting and Matching Elder Mentors

Priorto the beginning of the semester, the
instructors of this team-taught course recruitthe
eldermentors. The only requirements for
participation are to be over 65 years of age, to be
cognitively intact, and to have awillingness to
spend significant time with a student over the
period of a semester. Elders are identified through

numerous channels. Some are retired university
faculty members and administrators, othersare
members of churches familiar to the instructors,
and others are friends of existing mentors or are
acquaintances in socialor civic organizations.
Once the appropriate number of mentors is
selected, theteams are established by arandom
selection of studentand mentor names. This
pairing strategy was found to be more effective
than any efforts of matching mentors and students
according totheir characteristics. Abrief meeting
is held with the instructors and mentors before the
startof classesto provide introductions, explain
the purpose and content of the seminar, describe
the mentorship componentand articulate
expectations, and answer any questions. The
mentors, students, and instructors then gather at
areception as the semester begins. Students are
introduced to their mentors, and several
icebreakeractivities are conductedtoinitiate
relationships between the students and their
mentors. (Forexample, each studentand their
newly met mentor mustdecide on, and then share
with the group, a single older person whothey
mostadmire.) The other business of this meeting
is for each student/mentor team to establish
mutually convenienttimes and locations for
meetings throughout the semester, and determine
a specific meeting within the first week. From
then on each student/elder mentordyadis
essentially onits own.

Seminar Assignments

A series of assignments provide focus for student/
mentor meetings throughoutthe semester. In
generalthe assignments are structured to
facilitate a dialogue between student and mentor
onvarious aspects of growing old. The particular
tasks and topics of each exercise are intentionally
chosento address three concerns. First, we
sequentially address targeted topics, including
individual perceptions of aging, societalimages of
aging, and health issuesinaging. These
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exercises involve, forexample, developing ajoint
definition of ‘successfully’ aging, critically viewinga
movie that centers on older characters, and
completinga fairly comprehensive health history.
Second, we move from exercises thatare topically
discrete (such as describing general family,
employment, work, and place life-lines) toward
exercises that are integrative in nature (a narrative
life review that explains life trajectories and the
developmentof meanings). Finally, we structure
exercises sequentially to foster growthinthe
student-mentor relationship. Ourintention here is
to promote quality interactions by providing
opportunitiesto establish trustbetweenthe
student and mentor, recognizing diversity among
individuals and how such diversity informs the
dynamics of any relationship. Early assignments
are necessarily descriptive and non-threateningin
terms of the information that is shared by the
studentand mentor. Later assignments, onthe
otherhand, can become more sensitive, with
highly personal events, feelings, and emotions
often becoming part of the discourse between
studentand mentor.

Permeating each assignmentis an attemptto
relate whatis beinglearnedin the classroom and
from reading assignments to the lived experience
of each elder. We have found that most elder
mentors are highly perceptive and are able to
provide the student with a different point of view
than they gain from texts and lectures. The
overallobjective is to enhance student sensitivity
to the complexities and richness of the aging
experience, andtodevelop an appreciation that
most elders are not decrepit and withdrawn but
rather have horizons of meaningintheirlives and
adepth of experience that cannot be understood
from superficial contact. The aging experience is
one of ongoing adjustment to change—in body
and inenvironment—and students gain a much
clearer understanding of how theirown elder
mentors negotiate their lives in the face of such
change. We feel thatan understanding of what
aging can be provides animportant baseline for

subsequentwork in which invariably students will
tend to focus more on pathological conditions.

Outcomes

Formal course evaluations and feedback from
both students and the 48 elder mentors whohave
participated inthe program to date suggest
multiple positive outcomes. Students report
obtaining insightinto substantive dimensions of
theirmentor’s lifeworld—understoodin
environmental and temporal context—that are not
revealedin class orthrough theirreading. Most
participants, elders and mentors, claimtohave
achieved adeeper level of self-understanding from
having participated in the process of reflexive
dialogue overan extended period thatis the
essence of the program. In many cases, both
students and mentors perceive that what they
learn through the process transcends whateach
brings to the interaction individually. Itis also our
assessmentthat, in contrastto theisolated and
solitary scholarmodel, the program provides a
usefulmodel of the collaborative process of inquiry
thatis increasingly the focus of contemporary
science. Finally, an unexpected outcome ofthe
program has been the development of some
friendshipsinvolving frequent contactthathave
lasted for years beyond the completion of the
course. Indeed, the graduation celebration ofthe
firstthree graduates ofthe doctoral program,
almostfive years after the completion of the
course, was graced by the presence of all three of
theirmentors.

Forafuller description and evaluation of the initial
mentorship program see:

Victory, K., Ravdal, H. & Rowles, G.D. (1998).

The Conundrums of Collaboration. InR.J.F. Elsner
(Ed.). Voices of Experience: Listening to Our
Elders (pp.11-35). Athens, GA: University of
Georgia Gerontology Center.
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