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#1 Older adults are not a homogeneous group

A room full of older adults may include a wide range of ages, encompassing several generations. There may be big differences in functional or cognitive capacity. There may also be big differences between individuals based on culture, race, religion, language, sexual orientation, income, education, gender, physical ability, size, or other factors. Age may be a commonality, but each elder is a unique individual.

#2 Be aware of ageist attitudes

Prejudice and discrimination based on age can take many forms, some more obvious than others. For example, “you don’t look 80” is intended as a compliment, but the underlying assumption is that 80 doesn’t look good. Another way we are socialized to be ageist is to expect less of someone based on their age rather than their ability. Watch out for ageist attitudes that you may be expressing inadvertently verbally or in written materials. 

#3 Older adult? Senior? Elderly? Little old lady? Geezer? Elder?

“Geezer” and “little old lady” are obviously offensive ways to refer to older adults, but what about “elderly” and “senior?” Many feel that these words, while commonly used, are stereotypical and offensive. Also, there are generational differences in the language we use. For example, some older adults are not comfortable being referred to as “you guys.” “Elder” and “older adult” seem fairly neutral and respectful, but remember that people of varying cultural backgrounds may respond to words differently, and everyone may not be comfortable with the same descriptors. Regardless of what words are used, an underlying respect for the elders you’re working with will speak volumes.

#4 Focus on the strengths of the individual and group

Society’s ageist attitudes negatively represent aging as a time characterized chiefly by loss (loss of physical and mental ability, loss of family, friends and social contacts, loss of identity, loss of independence, etc.). While it’s important to acknowledge loss, elders as individuals and as a group have many strengths and assets. Aging is full of negative messages: use this opportunity to tap into and promote the positive side. 

#5 Be inclusive and nonjudgmental

Use eye contact and other techniques to engage and include everyone in a group or class. In a group setting some elders may need or want more of your attention than others, which can be very challenging. Try to acknowledge and validate the needs of an individual while immediately refocusing attention back on the whole group. Establish a positive, nonjudgmental tone that supports all participants.

#6 Be aware of communication difficulties due to vision or hearing impairments or low literacy  

Many elders have vision and hearing impairments. Others may have low literacy in their primary language (whether it’s English or another language), which makes it difficult for them to use written materials. It may be hard to determine if an older adult is having difficulty (or you are having difficulty communicating with them) due to hearing or vision impairment, low literacy, a cognitive problem, or some other problem entirely. Older adults may feel embarrassed or ashamed and may mask these problems. For example, an older man who doesn’t know how to read may say he forgot his reading glasses. Make sure everyone in the group can see and hear you. Print materials for older adults should be in a font that’s at least 14-point, no italics or script, with high contrast and a clear, simple layout. Lighthouse International has two excellent free pamphlets, “Making Text Legible: Designing for People with Partial Sight” and “Effective Color Contrast: Designing for People with Partial Sight and Color Deficiencies  (call 800-829-0500 to request). The Harvard School of Public Health website is an excellent health literacy resource (www.hsph.harvard.edu/healthliteracy). 

#7 Be aware of fears and concerns that older adults may have

Losing independence. Isolation. Falling. Getting injured. Not really wanting to participate in a class or program. Not being accustomed to doing physical activity. Not feeling that it’s ok to do physical activity. These are just some of the things the elders in a class or program may be experiencing.  Listen to their concerns, validate their reality, and appreciate that you are in a position to help them make positive changes in their lives.

#8 Pay attention to learning and teaching style

P.M. Fitts developed the theory that learning a motor skill involves three phases: (1) the cognitive phase (learning, especially by visual cues such as demonstration of the movement; beginning to understand how the task is performed); (2) the associative phase (trial and error learning; decreasing of initial cognitive planning; refinement of necessary motor movements); and (3) the autonomous phase (less conscious thought about the movement). There are many performance variables including the individual’s characteristics, motivation, and prior experience; the movement’s complexity; and the learning environment. Older adults can certainly learn new complex motor skills, but may learn at a different rate or need different instructional techniques than younger adults. Be prepared for a wide range of abilities among participants. It is key for an instructor to break down components into small parts. Give participants a lot of positive reinforcement and positive feedback. Pay close attention to proper form and alignment, but encourage individual expression and variation wherever appropriate. And remember, every person can improve her/his level of physical fitness. Be sure to celebrate progress with the participants!

#9 Encourage social interaction 

Part of the benefit of participating in physical activity in a group setting is the opportunity for social interaction. Develop techniques to incorporate social interaction in a way that does not conflict with the program’s routine or structure. Some possibilities are: a 5 – 10 minute informal warm-up before an exercise class during which participants can talk with each other while walking or doing other warm-up activities, or partner exercises during a class. Create ways to encourage interaction among participants in class and outside of class. 

#10 Learn from elders -- They’re the experts!

