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Breaking Out of the Silo: A Systematic Review of University-Level
Gerontological Curricula in Social Work and Nursing Programs

Susanny J. Beltran and Vivian J. Miller

ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Interprofessional collaborations in the United States, have emerged as a means Accepted: November 2018

to improve health care outcomes and reduce costs. Such collaborations may
be especially beneficial in the field of gerontology, given widespread chronic
conditions and high health care utilization rates among this population.
Currently, there is a shortage of graduates prepared to engage in interprofes-
sional practice with older adults. This article discusses gerontological-focused
interprofessional initiatives within social work and nursing education. Twenty-
four scholarly articles were reviewed and categorized into three themes: (a)
program descriptions, (b) evaluation of programs, and (c) student and faculty
experiences. Following a description of the articles in each theme, the authors
provide a discussion of current gaps and future directions for gerontological
education and research.

It is well-known that the United States is experiencing a dramatic aging of its population, due in part to
the aging of the Baby Boomers as well as medical advances that have increased life expectancies
(Christensen, Doblhammer, Rau, & Vaupel, 2009). By 2050, the number of persons aged 65 and older
will reach 83.7 million, almost double what it was in 2012 (Colby & Ortman, 2014). Older adults often
have multiple chronic health conditions and use health care at high rates, and this disease burden has
important implications for the health care system (Dall et al., 2013). Recent health care policies in the
United States, including the Affordable Care Act, have emphasized the importance of interprofessional
practice (IPP) to obtaining better health care outcomes and reducing costs (Young et al., 2011). As
a result, interest in interprofessional education (IPE) among health care professions has grown in recent
years (Interprofessional Education Collaborative [IPEC], 2016; Jones & Phillips, 2016; Levit, Balogh,
Nass, & Ganz, 2013). Despite this interest, a strong understanding of what is being done to infuse IPE and
the needs of older adults into university-level curricula remains unclear.

Interprofessional education

While there are several definitions of IPE in the literature, one that is most often cited comes from
the Center for the Advancement of Interprofessional Education (CAIPE). This is defined as:

[Involving] educators and learners from 2 or more health professions and their foundational disciplines who
jointly create and foster a collaborative learning environment. The goal of these efforts is to develop knowledge,
skills and attitudes that result in interprofessional team behaviors and competence. Ideally, interprofessional
education is incorporated throughout the entire curriculum in a vertically and horizontally integrated fashion.
(Buring et al., 2009, p. 21)

Buring et al. (2009) also highlighted that IPE is not simply students from different professions taking
a class together, faculty from a different profession leading a course or class, or students engaging in
patient care experiences led by another profession (Buring et al., 2009). Rather, IPE spans the entire
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curriculum and requires meaningful interactions among professions and reflection about how to
work together, as part of a team, with the goal of improving patient care.

Several educational associations, including Council on Social Work Education (CSWE), have
formed or joined the IPEC (2016) and detailed core competencies. The four competency domains
are: (1) values and ethics for IPP, (2) roles and responsibilities, (3) interprofessional communication,
and (4) teams and teamwork (IEC, 2016). Competency one, values and ethics, involves working with
other professionals to foster and maintain a climate of shared values and mutual respect. This
includes embracing the diversity and differences that make up the team and respecting the expertise
that different professions bring to the team and care of the patient. Competency two, roles and
responsibilities, involves utilizing the expertise of various professions appropriately, with a clear
understanding of each professional’s roles and abilities. It also calls for engaging diverse profes-
sionals who complement one another’s expertise, enhance the team, and, ultimately, the health and
health care of patients and populations served. Competency three, interprofessional communication,
refers to the responsive and effective use of communication strategies to facilitate and enhance team
functions. It also includes giving feedback and encouraging sharing of ideas and opinions by all
members of the team. The fourth and final competency domain, teams and teamwork, involves
working collaboratively and applying relationship-building strategies such as coordination, consen-
sus-based decision making, and shared accountability. It is important to highlight that all four
competencies promote practice that is grounded in the following principles:

patient and family centered; community and population oriented; relationship focused; process oriented; linked
to learning activities, educational strategies, and behavioral assessments that are developmentally appropriate
for the learner; able to be integrated across the learning continuum; sensitive to the systems context and
applicable across practice settings; applicable across professions; stated in language common and meaningful
across the professions; and outcome driven. (IEC, 2016, p. 10)

These principles, along with the four competencies and their respective subcompetencies, aim to inform
the development of IPE curricular goals and are all well-aligned with values of the social work profession.

Interprofessional education and social work

Support for IPE has been widely recognized, with entities such as the World Health Organization
(WHO), the American Public Health Association, and the Institute of Medicine (IOM) all calling for
increased efforts to improve IPP through educational efforts (CEPH, 2011; IOM, 2008; WHO, 2010). As
a profession, social work has also expressed its commitment to IPE and IPP. This is most evident in the
CSWE Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards, where core competencies (e.g., 1, 6, 7, and 8)
make mention of the need for social workers to understand the role of other professions and be prepared
to collaborate in various aspects of practice such as assessments and intervention at micro, mezzo, and
macro levels (CSWE, 2015). Social work’s commitment to IPE has also been carried out via the CSWE
Gero-Ed Center, an aging-specific social work initiative designed by gerontological social work faculty
and students nationwide and funded by the John A. Hartford Foundation (CSWE, n.d.). This collabora-
tion was aimed at advancement and sustainability of educational efforts to prepare social workers with
gerontological competencies (Hooyman & Diwan, 2009). The Gero-Ed Center provides educators and
practitioners with valuable tools and resources for infusing gerontological content into social work
courses and appears to have been successful (CSWE, n.d.). However, despite successes, the focus of the
initiative was on infusing gerontology content only, rather than IPE more broadly. Furthermore, the
primary funding for this initiative ceased in 2015 (CSWE, n.d.).

Given the shifts in health care practice and the growth of the older adult population, there is
increasing demand for social workers entering the field to be prepared to practice both with older
adults and within health care settings. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (2017), employ-
ment of health care social workers is projected to grow by 20% in the next 10 years. Currently, there
is a shortage of social workers who have received formal training in gerontology, and only 9% of
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licensed social workers report aging as their primary area of practice (Lustig, 2013; Whitaker,
Weismiller, & Clark, 2006). In addition, challenges implementing IPE within social work curricula
are well-documented (e.g., Anderson & Kanter, 2010; Angelini, 2011; Buring et al., 2009). Growing
evidence suggests that skilled collaborations in health care teams positively affect health care out-
comes such as quality of care, and that collaborations are particularly important in geriatrics, where
patients often present with complex needs (Levit et al., 2013; Young et al., 2011). Therefore, there is
a critical need to understand how social work has responded to this need and the educational efforts
that have been developed to integrate IPE into the education of gerontological social workers and to
ensure their graduates are prepared for interprofessional practice.

Significance and purpose of the study

IPE is instrumental to prepare program graduates for gerontology practice within the current
collaborative context of health care. The collaborative efforts between social work and other
programs (e.g., nursing, medicine) have not yet been systematically examined. Identifying such
collaborations, especially with nursing, is particularly important. Nursing collaborations are
singled out in this review given the close working relationships between nursing and social
work that are often required when working with the older adult population (Chan, Chi, Ching,
& Lam, 2010). A better understanding of the state of gerontology-focused IPE collaborations is
necessary to illuminate gaps and future directions. As such, the purpose of this study was to
provide a systematic review of the literature on gerontological education programming within
and between social work and nursing programs in the United States over the past 10 years.

Methods
Search strategy

Authors used the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA;
Mobher, Liberati, Tetzlaff, Altman, & PRISMA Group, 2009) guidelines to conduct a systematic review of
the databases. The authors searched for articles in the following databases: Academic Search Complete,
AgeLine, CINAHL Complete, Education Administration Abstracts, MEDLINE, PsycInfo, and Social
Work Abstracts, accessed through EBSCO and ProQuest. Search terms included varying combinations
of the following keywords: social work*, nurs* education, nursing education, collaboration, interdisci-
plinary, interprofessional, multidisciplinary, geriatric, gerontology, and gerontological. The asterisk was
placed at the end of the search terms “social work” and “nurs” to retrieve any articles with iterations of
this root term (e.g., social worker, nurse and nursing student). To be included in the review, articles had
to meet the following criteria: (a) be published in scholarly, peer-reviewed journals, (b) examine
interprofessional gerontological education programming within higher-education in the United
States, and (c) explicitly include social work and nursing professions. Articles were excluded if they
were published in a language other than English or prior to January 1, 2007. Articles were also excluded
if they discussed programs or universities outside the United States, since those fall outside the
accrediting authority of the CSWE and may not be bound by the same standards.

Article selection

The initial search yielded a total of 1,612 articles. On duplicate removal, 1,453 unduplicated article
titles were screened for eligibility. A three-stage review process was used to determine whether or not
articles should be included in the review. During the first stage, the reviewers excluded 910 articles
based on their title. During the second stage, the abstracts of the remaining 543 articles were read,
and an additional 436 articles were excluded. Last, stage three involved reading the remaining 107
articles in full. Following full readings, 83 articles were excluded. These articles discussed initiatives
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outside the United States or initiatives not focused on gerontological practice. This resulted in 24
articles in the final sample. Figure 1 outlines the article selection process.

Article review

Two reviewers independently screened, assessed, and cross-checked the final sample of articles
(N=24) for inclusion criteria. Researchers consulted each other continuously, using Google Drive
to note questions and ideas, and develop the emergent themes. Discrepancies and disagreements in
themes were discussed and resolved via e-mail communication, based on consensus. An audit trail,
using the same cloud share system, was kept to document decisions at various stages of the research.
On agreement on three overall themes, articles were divided and reviewed independently. Reviewers
also extracted details regarding initiatives, article design, setting, sample, and main findings onto
a table during this stage.

=
£ Records identified through database searching (n =1,612)
: !
D
=
L
Records after duplicates removed
(n = 1,453)
z !
g
52 Records screened N Articles excluded based on title
7 (n =1,453) (n =910)
Articles assessed for Articles excluded based on abstract
eligibility (n= 543) (n =436)
£ Full icl :
A= ull-text articles Articles excluded based on full reading
2= assessed for eligibility (n=83)
%‘) (n =107)
* Not an interprofessional initiative (n = 8)
« Initiative not conducted with students (n = 7)
* Projects not in the U.S. (n =44)
* Initiative not focused on gerontology (n = 18)
* Dissertation, editorials, or letter to the editor (n = 6)
v
2
S Articles included in qualitative synthesis (n = 24)
o]
=
i / \
Theme #1: Theme #2: Theme #3:
" Program Evaluation of Student and Faculty
“E’ Descriptions Programs Experiences
)
=
= (n=8) (n=11) (n=5)

Figure 1. PRISMA flowchart of article selection process.
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Results

The articles were categorized into three overarching themes related to interprofessional education for
gerontological-social work and nursing students: (a) program descriptions, (b) evaluation of pro-
grams, and (c) student and faculty experiences. Below is a summary of the publications, including
descriptions of the articles’ design and samples and findings organized by theme.

Summary of publications

A total of 24 articles were included in the final review. The PRISMA flow chart shown in
Figure 1 illustrates the article selection process. Eighteen of the 24 articles discussed empirical
research. These studies were most often mixed-methods (10), and quantitative (6) and quali-
tative (2) methods, respectively. The seven remaining articles included in the review were
conceptual papers, including one state-of-the-science report (Damron-Rodriguez, 2008). The
majority of articles reported student participants (e.g., in need assessments, courses, field
practice, simulations). However, one study was conducted with university faculty only
(Dorfman, Murty, Ingram, & Li, 2008). The three themes related to interprofessional geronto-
logical education efforts in U.S. higher education are described below.

Program descriptions

Eight articles described initiatives or efforts that were developed to prepare students from
interprofessional fields (including social work and nursing) for collaborative practice with
older populations. Hermann, Head, Black, and Singleton (2016) and Rowan et al. (2009) focused
on an in-depth description of the development and implementation process of gerontological
education, and further expand on challenges, lessons learned, and recommendations for uni-
versities implementing similar programs. The remaining six articles focused on details of inter-
professional programs, which included descriptions of the fields represented, goals, and
outcomes measured. Across the programs, there was variety in terms of delivery of program
initiatives, departments to spearhead such initiatives, and the length of time that the interprofes-
sional gerontological programs were offered. For example, Ellman et al. (2012) described
a gerontological program offered online utilizing Web-based tools in a virtual-classroom,
Supiano (2013) discussed a course implemented as a collaboration between faculty from depart-
ments mirroring the students involved, and De Los Santos, McFarlin, and Martin (2014) and
Kolomer, Quinn, and Steele (2010) described service learning projects. Kolomer et al. (2010) and
Rowan et al. (2009) described multiuniversity partnerships. All other programs were housed in
departments of social work (Poole et al., 2013), nursing (Hermann et al., 2016), physician
assistant (MacRae & Pardue, 2007), and medicine (De Los Santos et al.,, 2014; Ellman et al,
2012). The course described by Supiano (2013) had been offered six times at the time of
publication, and Poole et al. (2013) project had been implemented for 6 years. It is important
to note that Poole et al.’s project was the only one in this theme that did not include students
from other fields. Rather, the program exposed BSW and MSW students to interprofessional
practice by partnering them, as part of their field work, with congregational nurse professionals.
De Los Santos et al., Kolomer et al, and Poole et al. all described service learning projects
involving partnerships with community agencies serving older adults.

In summary, the articles in this theme focus on describing university-level interdisciplinary
initiatives between social work, nursing, and allied health professions. Some describe the develop-
ment of the collaboration and of the curriculum, and others share their experiences with imple-
mentation and evaluation of the programs. More details about the articles included in this theme,
including project or curricula names, are provided in Table 1.
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Evaluation of programs

Eleven of the 24 publications discussed empirical studies evaluating the effectiveness of IPE pro-
grams. The majority of the program evaluations identified used mixed-methods (6), followed by
quantitative (4) and qualitative designs (1). The programs being evaluated varied in their approach
to the educational interventions. Some were case simulations or scenarios (Heuer, Geisler,
Kamienski, Langevin, & O’Sullivan, 2010; Murphy & Nimmagadda, 2015) using students, faculty,
or actors (Forrest & Derrick, 2010). Heuer et al. (2010) is the only evaluation in this review that did
not include students from multiple fields. Instead, medical students participated in simulations, with
all other roles played by interprofessional faculty. Heflin et al. (2014) included faculty from multiple
fields, including social work but were unable to enroll a social work student in the course. Despite
this, social work students were among the intended audience. Aiguier, Oboeuf, Cobbaut, and Vanpee
(2015) tested the effectiveness of activity confrontation as an educational approach. Students from
nursing, medicine, social work, and physiotherapy working in field placements were filmed perform-
ing various activities and asked to analyze the recordings. Other initiatives used more traditional
approaches, such as seminars (Chan, Mok, Po-ying, & Man-chun, 2009), teaching sessions/courses
(Head et al., 2016; Heflin et al., 2014), and real-life practice experiences in field (Conti et al., 2016;
Sheppard et al., 2015).

Interventions also differed in terms of participants, gerontological topics of focus, and aims. In
addition to nursing and social work fields required for inclusion in this review, many initiatives
involved medical; occupational, physical, and speech therapy; pharmacy; and nutrition students (e.g.,
Conti et al., 2016; Park, Hawkins, Hamlin, Hawkins, & Bamdas, 2014). Some initiatives also included
students from other fields that often work with older adults. For example, Sheppard et al. (2015)
included students from dentistry and optometry fields, and both Head et al. (2016) and Forrest and
Derrick (2010) included chaplaincy and clergy students, respectively.

While all initiatives targeted gerontological interprofessional practice, some focused specifically
on enhancing competencies associated with a particular area or setting of practice. For example,
Forrest and Derrick’s (2010) program aimed to introduce students to end-of-life care, and findings
suggested that it helped confirm or generate students’ desire to work with terminally ill patients.
Similarly, Head et al’s (2016) intervention focused exclusively on improving interprofessional
practice in palliative care, and Conti et al. (2016) and Sheppard et al. (2015) focused on improving
collaborations within nursing homes and during home visits. In addition to the topic or setting-
specific initiatives, all initiatives shared the goal of preparing students for interprofessional colla-
borations. To this end, educational initiatives focused on helping students understand each other’s
roles within the interdisciplinary team and develop a sense of appreciation for team-based practice
(Heuer et al., 2010). Others focused on improving students’ attitudes and preparedness for inter-
professional teamwork (Bonifas & Gray, 2013; Conti et al., 2016; Heflin et al., 2014; Park et al., 2014)
and developing caring dispositions in students (Chan et al., 2009).

In summary, the articles in this theme disseminate findings to the academic community based on
evaluations of their programs. The research designs, constructs measured, and data collection
methods varied. Most studies reported that their educational initiatives were successful in achieving
some or all of the aims, and some also discussed challenges and recommendations for future
renditions of the initiatives. More details about the articles in this theme, including a description
of methods, participants, outcome measures, and findings, are provided in Table 2.

Student and faculty experiences

Descriptions of nursing and social work students and faculty responses and experiences related to
the IPE collaborations were emphasized across five articles included in the final sample. Students
who participated in these IPE programs reported gaining a broad perspective of aging and working
with older adult populations (Brooks, Fox, & Okagbue-Reaves, 2009). In one study assessing student
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satisfaction and educational efforts, Dorfman et al. (2008) implemented a supplementary “GeroRich”
Social Work education program. In this program, community collaborations were the intervention
aimed to strengthen the aging-focused learning opportunities. This study of advisory board members
and social work faculty members found that programs utilizing community collaborations improved
gerontological social work education and that this type of community partnership could benefit
nursing programs as well (Dorfman et al., 2008).

Across these studies, students reported having positive experiences participating in both the
required and supplemental educational efforts (Addy, Browne, Blake, & Bailey, 2015; Golden,
Gammonley, Hunt, Olsen, & Barry Issenberg, 2014). These educational opportunities were found
to be enjoyable for students and highlighted important features of each respective discipline (Addy
et al,, 2015; Golden et al,, 2014). Additionally, students perceived that they had gained an under-
standing of key health concepts following this collaboration (Addy et al., 2015). Finally, a state-of-the
-science by Damron-Rodriguez (2008) found that shared learning between social work and nursing
programs may lend toward competency-based education; however, competence must be defined and
assessed in an ongoing basis within schools of social work and schools of nursing.

In conclusion, the articles with a focus on student and faculty experiences described in this theme
report that the broad scope of educational efforts between nursing, social work, and allied health care
professions widens the understanding of students, which promotes teamwork and comprehension of
care best practices across disciplines. Table 3 includes details of each study, including the methods,
participants, data collection, and key findings and recommendations.

Critique of the literature

There are limitations to the articles included within this study that should be noted. First, there was
a lack of theoretical frameworks providing guidelines and boundaries for the programs used across
all articles but one (Rowan et al., 2009). The use of theoretical frameworks may challenge and extend
existing knowledge, strengthening the work within the limits of each study conducted, respectively.
For example, authors may have used the IPEC competencies to frame their program goals or
discussed how their learning objectives align with the competencies that IPEC recommends for
IPE and practice. Second, 7 of the 24 articles were review articles and lacked a procedure for
conducting the study, either as a mixed-methodological, qualitative, or quantitative study design.
The lack of details makes it difficult for the reader to assess the comprehensiveness of the review and
the accuracy of the conclusions drawn. Third, all studies used purposive, non-probability sampling
techniques. Based on researchers selecting study participants, or students self-selecting, findings
from these studies may not be generalizable to students or universities across the nation. Last, many
studies reported findings based on self-reported, subjective assessments (e.g., Forrest & Derrick,
2010). The lack of rigorous summative assessments makes it difficult to assess actual changes in
knowledge, skills, and attitudes resulting from the intervention.

Discussion and implications

This systematic review provides a comprehensive summary of the literature published on inter-
professional education initiatives that have been developed and implemented in an effort to best
prepare nursing and social work students for interprofessional gerontological practice (i.e., program
descriptions, evaluation of programs, and student and faculty responses). A total of 24 articles were
reviewed. These publications highlight the potential of IPE efforts to prepare students for geronto-
logical practice and interdisciplinary teamwork, as well as student and faculty receptiveness to such
efforts. The small number of publications also highlights the particular need for increased action
around IPE in gerontological social work education, and for IPE programs to be evaluated and
findings disseminated to the research community. The few initiatives identified in this review of the
literature represent programs’ attempts to fill educational gaps within their curricula. There is a need
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to expand the depth and breadth of these efforts, including access to programs, duration of
programs, and gerontological topics of focus. What follows is a discussion of recommendations
for future research and education. These recommendations come from the literature discussed as
well as the authors” additional recommendations.

Social work educators and researchers have made significant efforts to develop and deliver IPE to
students interested in aging practice, but more is needed. A major limitation in the current literature
stems from the lack of rigorous research methods employed in the design and evaluation of the
educational interventions (e.g., Dorfman et al., 2008; Ellman et al, 2012; Hermann et al., 2016).
Future educational initiatives should be developed based on explicitly stated IPEC competencies and
evaluated for effectiveness using more rigorous methods. One way to achieve this may be through
the use of validated and reliable assessment tools, such as the IPEC Competency Self-Assessment
tool, derived from IPEC competencies. Developed by Dow, DiazGranados, Mazmanian, and Retchin
(2014), the tool measures students on 42 core competencies across two domains, interprofessional
interactions and interprofessional values.

Even though differences in professional mandates add complexity to decisions about which
competencies to measure (Hermann et al., 2016), several disciplines have made efforts to establish
assessment measures based on interprofessional collaborative efforts (e.g., Lockeman et al., 2016).
Social work gerontology educators should take advantage of these developments by using them
within and across departments at the university level. In addition, social workers, with their
commitment to a biopsychosocial approach, are well-positioned to initiate and steer collaborative
efforts related to the development of such measures. Further, efforts have been made to identify
competencies relevant to both nursing and social work, to develop a framework for education. This
was done, for example, by Damron-Rodriguez (2008) with a focus on preparing nurses and social
workers to support older adult family caregivers. Future research should be conducted to identify
competencies most important to interprofessional gerontological health care practice relevant across
multiple disciplines and settings, and how to measure them.

Social desirability bias is another concern across the articles included within this study. Kolomer
et al. (2010) discussed the risk for socially desirable responses associated with having the IPE
initiatives be part of a graded course. This risk is magnified by the use of subjective measures
such as self-assessments and untested instruments (e.g., Hermann et al.,, 2016). To minimize this
risk, objective measures using standardized instruments should be employed whenever possible.
A standardized instrument recommended for future use in some of the articles reviewed is the
Geriatric Social Work Competency Scale II (e.g., Brooks et al., 2009; Damron-Rodriguez, 2008).
Head et al. (2016) recommended that future research measure the long-term effect of the IPE
interventions.

In addition to standardized instruments, studies should implement rigorous sampling and
randomization techniques. Golden et al. (2014) recommend that future studies use larger sample
sizes to improve their statistical power. Although engaging in unbiased sampling, recruitment, and
retention of students across professions can be logistically challenging (Mirick, Davis, &
Wladkowski, 2017; Rubin & Babbie, 2011), these investments will help to better assess outcomes
and refine educational initiatives, moving the field forward. It is also important to emphasize that,
although randomization is difficult given that IPE programs are often delivered as part of a semester
course, efforts should be made to incorporate a control group. For example, if the IPE is delivered as
an aging course elective, another section of the aging course where IPE is not delivered can be used
as a control group. Internal validity would be limited, but it would be a step forward from the non-
experimental designs currently employed.

Opportunities also exist for improving the implementation of IPE programs, particularly when
programs include field placements, clinical rotations, or partnerships with community agencies.
Several of the articles included in this review recommend that programs continue to prioritize face-
to-face, small-group educational opportunities to connect health profession students and promote
interactions among disciplines, as it has been found to be an integral component of their IPE
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programming (e.g., Dorfman et al., 2008). This recommendation is well-aligned with CAIPE’s
definition of IPE (Buring et al., 2009). Kolomer et al. (2010) and Poole et al. (2013) also emphasize
the importance of developing or strengthening community partnerships. It is important that, when
IPE initiatives are implemented in the community, special attention is paid to the sustainability and
continuity of the resources and supports that the students and programs represent. Including
feedback from community members receiving care can be a constructive approach to assessing
student learning, and an effective component of the evaluation of IPE. Simultaneously, such feedback
can help providers learn about the experiences of community members and effect of the program.
Soliciting feedback from community members, as Rowan et al. (2009) did in their program, can also
help strengthen academic-community partnerships and support programmatic improvements.
Community members may also be engaged in discussions about their needs and ways in which
academic-community partners can remain involved between rounds of implementation, which is
crucial to the quality and effect of the program on the community and on older adults.

Finally, future initiatives must consider the varying skills and knowledge that students from multiple
disciplines possess, and how to build curricula that supports all of their needs. For example, some of the
programs included in this review involved both BSW and MSW students, and it is unclear whether lack
of preparedness of BSW students to engage in some higher-level IPE activities emerged as a concern. The
benefits and limitations of combining BSW and MSW students in IPE experiences involving graduate
students from other health professions merits further investigation. Moreover, nursing students with
a strong scientific foundation and understanding of the biological and physiological components of aging
may lack understanding of the holistic, socioeconomic, psychosocial, and behavioral aspects of aging,
which influence the health care decision-making process and are crucial in social work practice. As such,
nursing students ought to be engaged in coursework and curricula that addresses social influences,
pursues social change, and maximizes the quality of life for older adults.

Programs need to develop the infrastructure required to support interprofessional collaborations in
research projects as well as in classrooms, across levels of higher education, so that social work faculty’s
own practices mirror the interprofessional values they hope to impart onto students. Jones and Phillips
(2016) discussed the competencies of IPE as detailed by IPEC and provided a similar recommendation,
for “dual and reciprocal appointments of faculty in schools of social work, medicine, public health,
nursing, and so forth ... [and for] co-taught courses that bring together multiple faculty and students
from a variety of disciplines” (p. 26). Social work and nursing programs should build capacity for
interprofessional practice, research, and education. This will require that leaders from various programs
come together and discuss their accreditation mandates and work together to support the development
of collaborations. For example, CSWE EPAS (2015) requires that social work faculty have 2 years of post-
master’s social work degree practice experience, and other programs may have similar requirements that
will dictate how to develop coteaching initiatives. The need for program and profession leaders to come
together has been previously expressed and can be found in the IPE literature (Clark, 2011; Hall &
Zierler, 2015; Jensen, Harvan, & Royeen, 2009).

Conclusion

This is the first systematic review to examine interprofessional gerontological education program-
ming within social work and nursing programs in the United States that can be located. Findings
from this study highlight the current programs engaging in IPE to prepare gerontological and
health care social workers, as well as the effectiveness of such programming. Overall, this
literature points to IPE educational initiatives as valuable and effective at increasing the self-
awareness, attitudes, and skills of social work and nursing students engaged in gerontological
practice. Moving forward, the study of such initiatives should explore the benefits of IPE on long-
term outcomes, such as increased enrollment in further gerontology-specific studies (e.g., BSW
students entering MSW aging concentrations) and on students’ readiness to practice with the
older adult population. Ongoing examinations of the effect IPE initiatives have on the well-being
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of older adults is also an area requiring continued research. These interprofessional programs
may arm up-and-coming professionals with the skills and knowledge required to competently
care for the growing population of aging Americans and for practicing within the health care
system. As such, it is of paramount importance that social work programs infuse interprofessional
education into their programming and curricula, and support faculty in their efforts to collabo-
rate across departmental silos.
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