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Abstract 

There is an increasing demand for speech language pathologists (SLPs) willing to work with 

older adults. Demographic trends warn that the number of people over 65 will double by 2050 

(Vincent, 2010). Studies reveal that only 37.3% of SLP students prefer to work with older adults 

after graduation (Leonard et al., 2016). Ageism is affecting speech-language pathology and 

related health care professions. Research within the last five years has shown that ageism 

towards older adults exists across multiple medical professions in all fields and settings (Heape 

et al., 2020). Interdisciplinary fields report negative feelings towards older adults (Ortiz-Rubio et 

al., 2020). Medical and nursing students have identified negative attitudes surrounding 

stereotypes and complex illnesses as barriers preventing them from pursuing work with older 

adults (Fisher et al., 2022). The purposes of this study were twofold: (1) to examine existing 

literature on SLP and interdisciplinary health profession students’ preferences and attitudes 

towards working with older adults and (2) to develop a survey instrument to identify barriers 

preventing SLP students from working with older adults. The survey instrument was developed 

to identify any changes in students’ perceptions of working with older adults that may occur 

between undergraduate and graduate school; how students’ previous interactions and experiences 

with older adults relate to their attitudes of working with older adults in the future; how pre-

existing attitudes toward older adults influence employment preferences of speech-language 

pathology students; if speech language pathology students’ attitudes and experiences are similar 

to students in other health care professions (e.g., nursing); and if there is a relationship between 

courses related to aging and older adults and student preference for age of patient population. A 

twenty-eight-question survey was developed to examine attitudes and barriers to students' 

decisions to work with the older adult populations. This survey has the potential to supplement 

the existing literature to identify if the field will be able to meet the demand for SLPs willing to 
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treat older adults. Application of this survey in practice may reveal information that contributes 

to students’ decisions regarding population preference and will provide insight to create 

recommendations for SLP programs to ensure they provide students with appropriate 

opportunities to foster and maintain the willingness to treat older adults.  

  



4 

SLP STUDENTS’ PERSPECTIVE OF WORKING WITH OLDER ADULTS 

  

 

Speech-Language Pathology Students' Perspective of Working with Older Adults 

With the human population currently inhabiting the globe reaching eight billion, the 

aging population has managed to skyrocket, with professionals expecting rapid growth in the 

older population (Vincent, 2010). By the year 2030, one in five U.S residents will be 65 years 

old or older according to the U.S. Census Bureau (Vincent, 2010). The number of residents in 

this age group will double from the year 2010, up to a projected 88.5 million residents by 2050 

(Vincent, 2010). The Bureau reported that the number of those aged 85 years and older is 

projected to reach 19 million residents by 2050 and is comprised largely of the aging baby 

boomer demographic (Vincent, 2010). United States residents are living longer as evidenced by 

the shift in the leading cause of death, from previously infectious diseases and acute illnesses to 

chronic diseases and degenerative illnesses (Darling, 2016).  

As the number of older adults increases there is a greater demand for speech language 

pathologists (SLP) to treat age-associated speech, language, swallowing and cognitive 

difficulties (American Speech, n.d). Speech-language pathologists will increasingly see the 

number of older adults increase on their caseloads as older adults are more likely to present with 

hearing, speech and language, or cognitive difficulties (Darling, 2016). These statistics 

foreshadow the need for more competent speech-language pathologists willing to treat and 

provide services to the aging generation to ensure they receive adequate treatment for their 

communication-related difficulties (Darling, 2016). To attract more prospective graduates to 

enter the field with a desire to treat older adults, barriers and factors that inhibit students from 

pursuing this population must be identified (Fisher et al., 2022).  
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Literature Review 

Current Employment Trends and Statistics  

According to the American Speech-Language-Hearing Association (ASHA), the older 

population is expanding and increasing in demand (American Speech, n.d). Importantly, as the 

number of older adults exponentially grows, the number of speech pathologists entering the field 

has also increased in recent years. ASHA released updated member and affiliation counts, 

providing current employment trends for speech-language pathologists. The number of current 

ASHA members and affiliates increased from 105,339 in 2001 to 223,456 in 2021(ASHA 

Member, 2021). Of these members and affiliates, 50.9% of speech-language pathologists were 

working in a school setting, and 39.4% working in health care facilities (e.g., including hospitals, 

residential health care facilities, nonresidential health care facilities (ASHA Member, 2021). 

ASHA did not report on speech-language pathologists working in colleges/universities and 

“other” settings. The updated employment statistics showed that SLPs working in school settings 

fell slightly but hospital settings saw a 2.6% increase in employment (ASHA Member, 2021). 

Trends reveal a 116.9% increase over twenty years in ASHA-certified speech-language 

pathologists (ASHA Member, 2021). This increase in SLPs provides an opportunity for newly 

licensed SLPs to enter the field and care for the aging generation. As more SLPs are entering the 

field, it provides hope that, of those entering, a portion of SLPs will desire to work with older 

adults and meet the increasing demand.  

 The Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) additionally provides employment statistics as of 

2021 (Bureau of, n.d). The BLS found that of the 159,800 jobs held by speech-language 

pathologists, schools provided 40% of jobs; offices of physical, occupational and speech 

therapists, and audiologists provided 24% of jobs; hospitals, state, local, and private provided 



6 

SLP STUDENTS’ PERSPECTIVE OF WORKING WITH OLDER ADULTS 

  

 

14% of jobs; 6% of SLPs were self-employed; and 4% worked in nursing and residential care 

facilities (Bureau of, n.d). Although there are some discrepancies between ASHA and BLS, they 

indicate that there are higher percentages of speech-language pathologists employed and working 

in school-based settings opposed to hospital facilities.  

Population Preferences in Speech-Language Pathology Students  

Despite the shifting demographics of patient populations served by speech-language 

pathologists, there is currently a lack of research on patient population preferences of speech-

language pathology students. One previous study by Leonard et al. (2016) investigated the 

preferences of students to discern where the field may be growing in the future. The authors 

suggest that the identification of student preferences towards employment settings may indicate a 

need to reconfigure and modify the instruction that students receive about professional topics and 

provide counseling for career opportunities (Leonard et al., 2016). To investigate this claim, 

Leonard et al. (2016) developed and distributed a questionnaire to undergraduate and graduate 

students to unveil current vocational preferences. The questionnaire examined the satisfaction 

levels, along with age and facility preferences.  

When examining the results of the questionnaire Leonard et al. (2016) found that 62.7% 

of students wished to serve children and 37.3% of students wished to work with adults. Of the 

students who wished to work with children, 50.3% hoped to work with primary school-aged 

students, 41% were interested in early intervention, and only 8.7% preferred to work with 

secondary school-aged students. Leonard et al. (2016) also recorded the level of decidedness on 

students’ chosen age preference. Of the students who answered the decidedness questions, 52.4% 

of students were somewhat decided, 22.6% were somewhat undecided, and 8.2% were undecided 

on age preference (Leonard et al., 2016).  
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Setting Preferences in Speech-Language Pathology Students  

 Leonard et al. (2016) also investigated setting preference among students and its 

relationship to students’ academic level. The students indicated facility preferences based on the 

age of desired population (Leonard et al., 2016). Students who indicated they want to work in 

early intervention populations seemed to prefer working in hospitals (61.3%) in comparison to 

working in schools (37.3%) (Leonard et al., 2016). In addition, the researchers found 

undergraduate students more often preferred to work in a health care setting while graduate 

students desired to work in schools (Leonard et al., 2016).  

Regarding the 37.3% of students who indicated a preference for working with adults, 

48.6% preferred rehabilitation settings, acute care hospitals followed with 22.9%, skilled nursing 

held 13.8% preference, outpatient clinic/office was preferred by 9.2% of students, and home 

health held the least amount of interest with only 3.7% of students selecting preference for home 

health populations (Leonard et al., 2016). Leonard et al. (2016) reported that when age 

preference of patient population is negated, most students (65.8%) preferred to work in health 

care settings when compared to school-based settings which received only 33.2% preference.  

Furthermore, reports reveal geriatricians are limited in the United States (Heape et al., 

2020). Geriatric medicine training programs are scarce and resulting in a decrease in the 

availability of specialty services for older adults (Heape et al., 2020). The limited access to 

specialty services decreases the opportunities for older people to reach and maintain their health 

potential (Heape et al., 2020). Heape et al. (2020) reference an investigation of medical students 

where results show students do not express interest in specializing in geriatric medicine. It is 

thought increased documentation, workload, and declining reimbursement rates are factors 

preventing students from entering geriatric specialties (Heape et al., 2020). 
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Influential Factors on Attitudes Towards Older Adults  

Prior studies suggest that college students’ perception of older adults and aging overall is 

negative and stereotypical (Fisher et al., 2022). Fisher et al. (2022) reported that students 

responded describing older adults as grumpy, mean, stubborn, difficult to care for, and requiring 

extra time to care for physical and mental decline. This consensus was found to be true 

especially in students who have less experience and contact with older adults (Fisher et al., 

2022). Such findings support the need to conduct more research regarding perceptions towards 

geriatric patients across interdisciplinary health care professions. 

Lack of knowledge and Interest on Aging  

Communication Science Disorders Students  

 In response to the lack of studies on communication science disorders (CSD) students’ 

knowledge about aging and attitudes towards older adults, Darling (2016) conducted research via 

survey, direct, and indirect measures to gain information on this issue. Senior level 

undergraduate CSD major students at a medium-sized public university were provided a packet 

of study materials and completed a survey about their level of knowledge about aging and older 

adults, level of knowledge about communication disorders in older adults, general experience 

working with older adults, and number of nonwork-related interactions with older adults 

(Darling, 2016). The Facts on Aging Quiz (FAQ) was utilized to examine what knowledge the 

students had regarding aging and the aging process (Darling, 2016). FAQ covers physical, 

cognitive, and social areas of aging, in addition to common misconceptions about the aging 

process (Darling, 2016). In addition, the Polizzi’s Attitudes Toward the Elderly Scale (PATES) 

was utilized to evaluate attitudes towards older adults and consists of 24 bipolar adjective pairs 
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that describe attributes or characteristics of older adults (Darling, 2016). Student-generated 

drawings and legend text analysis were also performed to analyze students’ perception of aging 

by having them draw a picture of an older adult and a depiction of themselves when they reach 

older adult age (Darling, 2016).  

 When examining students’ knowledge of aging, results from the Darling (2016) study 

revealed that few students have taken a gerontology-related course. Of the students surveyed in 

this study, it was found that on average, only two CSD-major classes had information covering 

the aging process and how it relates to communication disorders. It was reported that 52.4% of 

students had little knowledge about aging and older adults, with only 37.1% of students reporting 

some level of knowledge (Darling, 2016). Most students surveyed reported that they had some 

level of knowledge regarding communication disorders in older adults (57%), and 34.5% 

reported to have minimal knowledge (Darling, 2016). Non-work-related interactions with older 

adults ranged from none to some experiences (Darling, 2016). Within those ranges, 8.3% of 

students reported no interactions with older adults, 33.1% reported minimal interactions, and 

45.5% reported some interactions with older adults (Darling, 2016). Darling (2016) gave 

students revised versions of the FAQ1 and FAQ2 with multiple choice question formatting rather 

than true/false formatting to reduce the possibility of students guessing the correct answer. 

Students’ scores on the FAQ1 and FAQ2 were 35% and 30% correct, respectively (Darling, 

2016). These results indicate that undergraduate CSD students in the study had limited 

knowledge related to aging (Darling, 2016). PATES results indicated a positive attitude towards 

older adults for both male and female participants (Darling, 2016). When analyzing participants’ 

student-generated drawings, researchers discovered that the self-portrait of students contained 

more smiles, less frowns, involvement with other people, engagement in physical activities, and 
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a location that was homelike opposed to a care facility compared to student-generated drawings 

of older adults (Darling, 2016).  

Interdisciplinary Health Professions Students  

Previous research in other health-related fields has also examined students’ perceptions 

of working with older adults. A study conducted out of Spain carried out a cross-sectional 

analysis among nursing students utilizing Kogan’s Attitude Toward Old People Scale to assess 

students’ opinions about older adults (López-Hernández et al., 2021). To supplement the data 

from Kogan’s scale, students were also asked their age and sex, if they studied nursing with older 

adults in mind, if they completed a clinical placement in nursing homes or hospitals, the type of 

contact they have had with older adults, and if they would consider working with older adults 

once they enter the field (López-Hernández et al., 2021). The study’s results showed that 20.2% 

of students were over the age of 25, 28.4% of the students had completed their clinical 

experience in nursing homes or hospitals, and 24.1% of the participants had taken a course on 

caring for older adults (López-Hernández et al., 2021). Regarding contact with older adults, 48% 

of participants reported that their previous experience was with older adults at home (López-

Hernández et al., 2021). In response to participants’ desire to work with older adults in the 

future, only 30.2% reported interest (López-Hernández et al., 2021).  

Participants that were assessed though Kogan’s score indicated positive attitudes towards 

older adults with female students scoring higher positive attitudes than male students (López-

Hernández et al., 2021). Results indicated, but were not statistically significant, that those over 

25 years of age have more negative attitudes towards older adults (López-Hernández et al., 

2021). The researchers caution that this conclusion may be a result of cultural differences and 

suggest further research is needed (López-Hernández et al., 2021).  
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The findings by López-Hernández et al. (2021) were supported by existing literature from 

Dahlke et al. (2020) on the notion that clinical experiences with older adults affect students’ 

attitudes towards the population (López-Hernández et al., 2021). López-Hernández et al. (2021) 

conducted a study with nursing students and found that previous experiences with older adults 

had more of an impact than clinical rotations on their perception of older adults. López-

Hernández et al. (2021) discovered that previous experiences working with older adults in 

facilities resulted in more negative attitudes towards this population; however, attitudes 

improved after positive experiences with older community adults and older relatives (López-

Hernández et al., 2021). Similarly, Dahlke et al. (2020) found that nursing school students and 

faculty at a Canadian university faculty had negative perceptions of older adults which were 

related to previous experiences with older adults and experiences in long-term care clinical 

placements.  

Dahlke et al. (2020) determined lack of educational focus on older adult populations in 

coursework, inaccurate portrayal of dependency, little instruction on the complexity of care older 

adults require, previous experiences, social perceptions, and negative views towards older adults 

from clinical instructors to be themes preventing nursing students from pursuing work with older 

adults in the future. Similarly, López-Hernández et al. (2021) found impactful factors on the 

perceptions of older adults were sex, older adult related coursework, and previous personal 

experiences with older adults. 

A study by Chen et al. (2011) examined the impact of a Geriatric Medication Game on 

the perceptions and attitudes toward older adults and common disabilities that impact older 

adults. Students assumed a role as an older adult and were given age-related impairments (e.g., 

poor vision or mobility) to act as patients in simulated healthcare scenarios (Chen et al., 2011). 
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Following the interactive scenario, students were asked to fill out reflections about their 

experiences and how they changed their perceptions of older adults (Chen et al., 2011). Relevant 

questions regarding attitudes towards older adults included: “What did you learn about the elder 

experience from playing this game; Has your attitude towards elderly patients changed from 

playing the game? How?” (Chen et al., 2011, p. 3). Results from this study’s analysis of 

students’ experiences revealed seven different themes. Themes included that students felt 

frustrated while playing this game; experienced frustration and other emotions for various 

reasons including loss of ability, difficulty completing tasks, and having to wait for services; 

learned that disabilities make it difficult for older people to complete tasks; had improved 

attitudes towards older adults following the simulation; felt that their attitude had changed 

because they had gained awareness and understanding of the experience of older adults; learned 

more about the United States healthcare system; planned on making positive changes in their 

future practice setting by being more patient and understanding (Chen et al., 2011).   

The results by Chen et al. (2011) found a positive change in attitudes towards older adults 

following completion of an aging-related simulation game. Chen et al. (2011) discovered that 

students and professionals who already work with older adults are more likely to have positive 

attitudes towards older adults. Students engaging in increased interactions with older adults 

through family members or clinical experiences indicated increased positive attitudes prior to the 

experiences conducted in the study (Chen et al., 2011). From these results, Chen et al. (2011) 

suggests that spending time with older adults may help students to learn about this population 

and diminish any existing stereotypes or biases regarding older adults. Furthermore, the authors 

suggest that working with older adults can show that existing stereotypes are not representative 

of all older adults. As a result of Chen et al. (2011) and the intervention conducted in the study, 
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students reported that they anticipate adjusting their future practice to be more patient, anticipate 

providing more assistance, being more understanding towards older adults, and increasing the 

amount of time spent counseling.  

Ageism 

Negative attitudes and behaviors towards a population based on age alone is referred to as 

ageism (Gallo, 2019). Behaviors such as speaking down to older adults and/or providing unequal 

care to older adults because of age are considered ageist (Gallo, 2019). Ageism is one of the 

most prevalent forms of stereotyping, prejudice, and discrimination and is seen as an 

increasingly important public health issue (Ayalon et al., 2019). This animosity can be subjected 

to any age group, although older adults have been found to be the most susceptible and at risk of 

suffering negative consequences (Ayalon et al., 2019). Ageism is comprised of discrimination, 

prejudice, and stereotypes that are directed at others or oneself and can be delivered explicitly or 

implicitly (Ayalon et al., 2019). Ageism has physical implications on one’s health including 

cognitive and functional performance, poorer mental health, increased morbidity, shorter 

lifespan, and poorer recovery from disability (Ayalon et al., 2019). Feelings of distress and 

isolation can cause older adults to withdraw from their meaningful roles in society (Ayalon et al., 

2019). Importantly, Heape et al. (2020) revealed that ageism spans across multiple disciplines in 

the medical community, with no health care profession or setting being exempt from existing 

literature regarding bias against older people. 

Ageism in Speech-Language Pathology Students 

Cultural competency standards are required for graduate level programs by the Council 

on Academic Accreditation in Audiology and Speech-Language Pathology (Heape et al., 2020). 
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According to Heape et al. (2020), under these standards, age is recognized as a cultural variable 

which demands more than superficial awareness of a culture. These authors also explain that 

cultural competency includes skills, encounters, and desires which culminate in a dedication to 

continuously learn and evolve.  

Heape et al. (2020) reported that from the small pool of literature on ageism in speech-

language pathology, it is prevalent in some SLPs. It was found that there is a noticeable gap in 

knowledge of aging between practicing SLPs and other interdisciplinary graduate level medical 

professionals (Heape et al., 2020). Heape et al. (2020) attributes this discrepancy to SLP graduate 

students having potentially lower expectations of the language abilities of older adults.  

Importantly, studies revealed that older adults who reported discrimination during their 

stay in health care settings experienced a worsening of their disability more often than older 

adults who did not report discrimination (Heape et al., 2020). Heape et al. (2020) propose that 

quality care for older adults might be impacted by the societal perception of working with older 

people. Heape et al. (2020) suggest that professionals in health care are equally likely to 

discriminate against older people as the public. Ageism might skew the provider’s perception of 

conditions which are a result of normal aging and cause the patient to be over or under treated 

(Fisher et al., 2022).  

Patronizing speech towards older adults is referred to as elderspeak (Heape et al., 2020). 

This is often implemented by health care professionals especially when interacting with residents 

who present with cognitive impairments (Heape et al., 2020). Elderspeak includes the use of 

baby talk, terms of endearment, patronizing use of “we,” questions used to restrict conversation 

and control answers, suggestions the client will participate in an activity “for me” (Heape et al., 
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2020). Ageism and negative outlooks are tied to chronic disease, poor experiences with health 

care, declining physical health and increased mortality in patients (Heape et al., 2020).  

To examine ageism in graduate speech-language pathology students, Heape et al. (2020) 

administered the Fraboni Scale of Ageism (FSA) to SLP graduate students. The results showed 

that male students were less ageist than female students, and previous experiences with older 

adults were an influential factor on scores (Heape et al., 2020). Heape et al. (2020) reported that 

variables such as life experiences, parents over 65 years of age, and one having age-related 

issues have implications on scores.  

Ageism in Interdisciplinary Health Professions Students 

Current research in the speech-language pathology field on ageism is lacking. Existing 

research focuses on students and professionals in interdisciplinary health care (fields of nursing, 

pharmacy, medicine, and social work) regarding ageism, attitudes, and knowledge about aging 

(Darling, 2016). 

The attitudes of young professionals and students are important to evaluate because they 

will be providing care for the fast-growing older adult population (Ortiz-Rubio et al., 2020). Past 

studies analyzed students, professors, and society on perceptions, stereotypes, and attitudes 

towards older adults. Results revealed negative, discriminative, and judgmental attitudes exist 

towards older adults (Chen et al., 2011; Gallo, 2019; & Ortiz-Rubio et al., 2020). In contrast, 

other studies, such as Darling (2016), revealed positive attitudes regarding the abilities of older 

adults, the aging process, and older adults in general. Researchers propose that this change 

towards more positive conceptions of older adults may be due to curriculum changes in many 
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universities that incorporate geriatric-specific education into required and elective courses 

(Darling, 2016).  

Ageist behaviors such as talking down to older adults, speaking louder to older adults, 

and stereotyping what an older adult should look like has been reported amongst nursing students 

(Gallo, 2019). A review of literature about nursing education and ageism revealed that as 

students age, their attitude towards older adults becomes more positive (Gallo, 2019). Gender 

was also examined, and it was determined that males were more confident than females when 

working with older adults (Gallo, 2019). Studies within the review found that increased 

experiences treating older adults yielded negative implicit attitudes towards older adults and that 

student nurses had more positive attitudes than working nurses (Gallo, 2019). In addition, it was 

found that health care profession students’ confidence and interest in working with older adults 

was related to frequency of contact and the perception of rewarding experiences with older adults 

(Gallo, 2019).  

In another study to examine students’ perceptions of aging and older adults, students 

from eight different health care professions were assessed using the Geriatric Attitudes Scale 

(Fisher et al., 2022). Those students were in dietetics, medicine, nursing, pharmacy, physician 

assistant, physical therapy, social work, and speech-language pathology programs (Fisher et al., 

2022). With most research on this topic being within medical and nursing professions, this study 

offers a unique perspective into how other professions see this public health issue (Fisher et al., 

2022). Fisher et al. (2021) developed qualitative survey questions to supplement quantitative 

questions derived from the University of California at Los Angeles Geriatrics Attitudes Scale 

(GAS). The additional qualitative survey portion aimed to explore exposure to others’ 
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perceptions and actions towards older adults to understand how potential influences affect 

intentions and behaviors of the students (Fisher et al., 2022).  

Relevant results found that 70.3% of respondents were female, white students pursuing 

graduate education (80.3%) with 69.4% having previous work or volunteering experience with 

older adults (Fisher et al., 2022). More than half of students reported they agreed or strongly 

agreed to having a good relationship with adults and older adults in their families (Fisher et al., 

2022). According to results from the Geriatric Attitudes Scale, many respondents agreed with 

being asked: most old people are pleasant to be with (47.3%); it is interesting listening to old 

people’s accounts of their past experiences (55.2%); and that it is society’s responsibility to 

provide care for its older adults (51%) (Fisher et al., 2022).  

A major theme identified through this study was the student’s fear of decline with aging 

(Fisher et al., 2022). Decline was broken into physical, mental, and non-specific decline (Fisher 

et al., 2022). Additionally, Fisher et al. (2022) discovered students had fears regarding reduced 

independence, death and dying, loneliness and isolation, loss of others, regret, impact on others, 

and diminished life purpose or significance within older adults. Fisher et al. (2022) found that 

students are subject to hearing negative perspectives on older adults with seven themes 

describing what they hear (Fisher et al., 2022). Negative responses in the study by Fisher et al. 

(2022) described older adults as being grumpy, mean, and stubborn. Student responses also 

indicated that they believed older adults need more care because students associated aging with 

physical and mental decline (Fisher et al., 2022). Students’ perceptions exposed that they think 

older adults are viewed as a burden to society (Fisher et al., 2022). Fisher et al. (2022) 

discovered that stereotyping, biases, and negative stigmas surrounding older adults contribute to 

their treatment and perceived inadequacies in care (Fisher et al., 2022). Negative feelings were 
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reported towards students’ own aging, and misconceptions about the aging process were 

identified and negatively correlated with confidence and interest in working with older adults 

across the eight professions analyzed (Fisher et al., 2022).  

Fisher et al. (2022) found that student responses when asked to describe older adults are 

consistent with negative stereotypes reported across the literature. These stereotypes included 

descriptions such as illness, impotency, ugliness, mental decline and illness, worthlessness, 

isolation, low-income, and sad or depressed. Furthermore, students in this study reported a 

general perception that care for older adults is inadequate. Fisher et al. (2022) suggest that this is 

justified because of narrative reports detailing personal accounts of witnessing stereotyping, 

biases, prejudices, and/or negative stigma towards the treatment of older adults. 

Systematic reviews have identified barriers to working with older adults in medical and 

nursing students (Fisher et al., 2022). Barriers included negative attitudes related to stereotypes 

and the complexity of illnesses in older adults as reported by medical and nursing students 

(Fisher et al., 2022).  

Interventions Aimed at Ageism  

Limited exposure to a variety of clinical opportunities can result in students having a 

limited understanding of the workforce (Leonard et al., 2016). If clinical education began earlier 

in education, it may afford students the opportunity to experience a greater variety of clinical 

settings and increase their understanding of the different settings available in speech-language 

pathology (Leonard et al., 2016). Darling (2016) recommends gerontology courses and minor 

areas of study may heighten undergraduate CSD students’ sensitivity towards older adults and 

end their desire to work with this population (Darling, 2016). López-Hernández et al. (2021) 
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reason that studying older adults should help to increase students’ attitudes towards older adults. 

More specific education on this population would help students to understand the aging process, 

diseases, and disorders that affect older adults resulting in more competent students that are more 

equipped to avoid negative stereotypes because of increased knowledge of older adults (López-

Hernández et al., 2021). 

Heape et al. (2020) suggest increasing education and clinical experiences with older 

adults will help to eliminate ageism within health care professions. In medical schools, 

experience with geriatric medicine is likely offered as an elective with few institutions (~25%) 

requiring courses on this population (Heape et al., 2020). Co-learning opportunities between 

students and older adults increase the duration of time spent with the opposite generation. Heape 

et al. (2020) report that co-learning decreased student’s negative views of older adults. Such 

results came from education, intergenerational contact, or a combination of these strategies 

(Heape et al., 2020). Research findings propose that strategies to decrease ageism are most 

effective in young adults. (Heape et al., 2020). This means implanting such strategies, especially 

education, earlier in students’ education and careers will decrease ageism and improve older 

adults' quality of life because of clinicians being more culturally competent (Heape et al., 2020). 

 Other previous authors have suggested that infusing more courses and including 

interprofessional-focused learning experiences may increase undergraduate students’ knowledge 

and attitudes towards older adults (Darling, 2016). Chen et al. (2011) proposes that the 

integration of activities that improve student understanding and attitudes towards various patient 

populations should be integrated into curriculum requirements to promote patient-centered care. 

This integration can be through clinical experiences, interprofessional practice experiences, and 

elective courses focusing on older adults (Chen et al., 2011). Heape et al. (2020) identified a 
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reduction in discrimination in college-aged students when opportunities for students to connect 

with older adults and educational opportunities were combined.  

Fisher et al. (2022) propose that educators teach baseline knowledge to students 

regarding chronicity, progression, and complexity of illness that affect older adults. Furthermore, 

educators can implement skill building instruction to learn how to end a lengthy patient 

interaction politely and respectfully (Fisher et al., 2022). This may prevent negative experiences 

in hopes of impacting attitudes towards older adults to ultimately influence career preference 

towards possibly treating older adults (Fisher et al., 2022).   

Summary and Purpose of the Study 

Overall, the current literature suggests that as the aging population grows, more SLPs are 

needed to be motivated to work with this vulnerable population. However, as the number of 

speech pathologists working in settings where adults are treated is lower than those working with 

school-aged individuals (ASHA Member, 2021; Bureau of, n.d)., it is important to determine 

what barriers and factors influence students’ decisions to work with older adult versus pediatric 

populations. To examine these barriers and attitudes toward working with older adult 

populations, the current study developed a survey to specifically examine (1) any changes in 

students’ perceptions of working with older adults that may occur between undergraduate and 

graduate school; (2) how students’ previous interactions and experiences with older adults relate 

to their attitudes of working with older adults in the future; (3) how pre-existing attitudes toward 

older adults influence employment preferences of speech-language pathology students; (4) if 

speech language pathology students’ attitudes and experiences are similar to students in other 

health care professions (e.g., nursing); and (5) if there is a relationship between courses related to 

aging and older adults and student preference for age of patient population.   
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Methods 

A survey instrument was developed to identify what factors influence population 

preferences among speech-language pathology students. Specifically, the survey aims to aid 

researchers in exploring patterns and perceptions as to how SLP students perceive working with 

older adults. Because no existing instrument was identified in the review of published literature, 

the need for a new instrument was determined for this study. The instrument was developed in a 

manner to succinctly answer the aforementioned research questions, and a description of the 

instrument is outlined below. 

Results 

Questions on Student Background 

Survey questions 1 through 5 begin the survey by asking students demographic questions 

to gain insight into their age, gender identity, education level, and what institution they attend. 

The aim of these questions is to identify if there are any changes in students’ perceptions of 

working with older adults that may occur between undergraduate and graduate school as well as 

to explore any other personal factors which may influence students' perceptions.  

Questions on Pre-existing Population Preferences  

Some questions were developed to gain insight into the population preferences of current 

SLP students. Students are asked to rank preference for client age broken into the categories of 

infants/toddlers, preschool-aged, elementary-aged, young adolescence, adolescence, adult, 

middle aged, and geriatric populations in question 6. This question aims to gain information on 

which population current students are hoping to pursue when they enter the field. Of the same 

age groups, question 7 has students rank how comfortable they are treating each group on a scale 
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where the lowest score is valued at extremely uncomfortable, and the highest score valued at 

feeling extremely comfortable working with that population. 

Population preferences in recent years have shown SLPs are entering school-based 

positions more rapidly than hospital and medical based settings (ASHA Member, 2021; Bureau 

of, n.d). Question 8 in the survey asks students to rank settings based on preferability to gain 

knowledge on settings where students are hoping to gain employment in. Data will provide 

insight into settings that might expect to see continued desire or increased preference compared 

to settings that have less preference.  

Question 28 has participants select how likely it was that they entered speech-language 

pathology wanting to work with older adults in mind. This question provides information on how 

much consideration students put into possible ages that they can work with in the future and can 

be used to determine any relationships between future client population preference and other 

factors examined in the survey. 

Questions on Previous Student Experiences with Older Adults  

Questions on previous experiences with older adults were developed to gain 

understanding of how students’ previous interactions and experiences with older adults relate to 

their attitudes of working with older adults in the future. Question 9 asks students to rate their 

experience levels with the age groups as divided above. Previous research has shown that 

experience plays a part in how a population is perceived and the attitudes displayed towards 

members of that population (Chen et al., 2011; Darling, 2016; López-Hernández et al., 2021). 

Questions 11 through 16 ask participants to rate their comfort level working with 

children, adults, and older adults. After rating their comfort level, they are asked to describe their 
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reasoning in an open response format. Comfort levels among participants may be linked to 

previous experiences with individuals from various age groups. Questions 17 and 18 ask 

participants to describe experiences that they have had with non-familial children and older 

adults. This can reveal if students have encountered individuals that may have impacted their 

generalized perception of different populations. 

Question 19 asks participants to rate their attitude towards older adults and children 

within the community based on general interactions. This can reveal how day to day interactions 

with older adults and children influence students’ perception of individuals in clinical settings. 

Questions on Pre-existing Attitudes Towards Older Adults  

The following questions are directed at identifying how pre-existing attitudes toward 

older adult's influence employment preferences of speech-language pathology students, and if 

speech language pathology students’ attitudes and experiences are like students in other health 

care professions (e.g., nursing). Ageism has been identified within the speech-language 

pathology field (Heape et al., 2020). Question 10 aims to uncover if SLP students harbor 

stereotyped feelings towards populations based on age by having participants label populations 

as “generally pleasant,” “generally unpleasant,” or “neutral.” Question 26 also asks participants 

about their attitudes regarding older adults by having them select beliefs they hold about working 

with older adults. Answer options contain positive and negative biased opinions. This question 

attempts to reveal implicit biases that students may hold. In question 27, students can follow up 

their previous response and provide additional beliefs about working with older adults. Using a 

mixed-methods survey will provide richer information and give qualitative data that can be 

analyzed to reveal more insight.  
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Questions on Academic Background related to Older Adults and Aging 

Several questions were designed to examine if there is a relationship between courses 

related to aging and older adults and student preference for age of patient population. Questions 

20 through 22 ask students about the age-related courses they have taken at their respective 

universities. Studies have shown that an effective method to fighting ageism and increasing 

attitudes towards older adults is taking courses in the aging process (Darling, 2016; López-

Hernández et al., 2021).  

Question 23 asks participants to rate their knowledge about aging and age-related 

communication disorders. Data from this question can be analyzed to see if there is a correlation 

between age-related classes and knowledge about aging in SLP students. Questions 24 and 25 

question students if their graduate school offers placements in hospital, long-term, and assisted 

living facilities. These questions will provide insight on how clinical experiences may impact 

students’ attitudes towards older adults. 

Final Instrument 

The survey developed for the current study is presented in Appendix A. A twenty-eight-

question survey was developed to answer five research questions. The questions being (1) do 

student perspectives of working with older adults differ between undergraduate and graduate 

level instruction; (2) is there a relationship between student attitudes of working with older adults 

and their previous interactions or experiences with older adults; (3) is there a relationship 

between student employment preferences and pre-existing attitudes; (4) do SLP students from 

undergraduate to graduate levels of training have comparable attitudes and experiences to other 
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health professions (e.g., nursing) and; (5) is there a relationship between coursework related to 

aging and older adults and student employment preferences for working with older adults.  

Overall, the survey includes five questions on student background, four questions on pre-

existing population preferences, ten questions on students’ previous experiences with older 

adults, three questions on the pre-existing attitudes students hold towards older adults, and six 

questions on coursework related to aging and older adults.  

Discussion and Future Directions 

The literature review conducted indicates that as the older adult population grows, more 

SLPs are needed to be motivated to work with this vulnerable population. However, ASHA and 

BLS statistics show that the number of speech pathologists working in settings where adults are 

treated is lower than those working with school-aged individuals (ASHA Member, 2021; Bureau 

of, n.d). 

Despite this current trend, there is limited literature on the population preferences of 

current speech-language pathology students. The most notable and recent literature from Leonard 

et al. (2016) has begun to fill the research gap. When analyzing the population preferences in 

SLP graduate students, almost two thirds of students surveyed indicated that they wish to work 

with children in the future (Leonard et al., 2016). The current survey will help to identify if this 

trend persists among current SLP students. If so, this finding raises concerns that the demand for 

SLPs working with older adults will be met as the population of older adults grows. If many 

students entering the field wish to work with children, the demand of older adults will not be 

met. Likewise, those SLPs treating older adults will likely have increased caseloads since there 

will not be enough SLPs to meet the needs.  
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Previous research has identified a shift between facility preference between 

undergraduate and graduate students (Leonard et al., 2016). Specifically, graduate students 

reported that they more often wished to work in schools (Leonard et al., 2016). This indicates 

that their preferred population to treat would be children. On the other hand, undergraduate 

students reported that they wished to work in hospitals (Leonard et al., 2016). It is possible that a 

barrier developed that caused students to shift from hospital to school preferences. One purpose 

of the survey developed for the current study will be to examine any changes in students’ 

perceptions of working with older adults that may occur between undergraduate and graduate 

school. 

Previous existing literature has suggested that students’ perceptions of older adults could 

be related to prior experiences/interactions with older adults or lack thereof (Chen et al., 2011; 

Darling, 2016; López-Hernández et al., 2021). Previous existing literature suggested that college 

students’ perceptions of older adults were negative and stereotypical in general (Fisher et al., 

2022; Ortiz-Rubio et al., 2020). This could be explained by students having poor interactions 

with older adults and generalizing their experience to all clients that are within that age category. 

Another purpose of the survey developed for the current study will be to examine how students’ 

previous interactions and experiences with older adults relate to their attitudes of working with 

older adults in the future. 

Previous research has also identified that older adults are more at risk of experiencing 

negative attitudes, prejudice, stereotyping, and discrimination (Ayalon et al., 2019; Gallo, 2019) 

due to their age. These attitudes could be another possible factor influencing students’ future 

employment choices prior to clinical interactions. Thus, the current survey will be designed to 

examine how pre-existing attitudes toward older adult’s influence employment preferences of 
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speech-language pathology students. Furthermore, most of the current literature on the public 

health issue of ageism is within nursing and medical disciplines outside of speech-language 

pathology (Darling, 2016; Fisher et al., 2022; Gallo, 2019). Thus, another purpose of the current 

survey will be to examine if speech language pathology students may also have similar 

reservations and experiences as nursing and medical students.  

Another possible influential factor could be the knowledge about aging and older adult 

related coursework (Darling, 2016; López-Hernández et al., 2021). More than half of the 

communication science disorders students reported that they had less than two classes who 

discussed older adult related communication disorders (Darling, 2016) and little knowledge 

regarding aging. This factor is potentially directly related to the lack of students who are 

interested in pursuing work with older adults in the future. As such, the current survey will 

examine the relationship between courses related to aging and older adults and student 

preference for age of patient population. 

Finally, it has been found that intervention strategies can increase attitudes and 

knowledge about older adults but do not have an influence on the number of students entering 

the workforce to treat older adults (Fisher et al., 2022). This finding suggests that the perceptions 

of work environments and/or settings is another potential barrier to students working with older 

adults in those settings. Although not examined in the current proposed study, this could be 

another avenue of future research, especially if results from the current study find mostly 

favorable attitudes toward working with older adults.  
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Future Implications 

Since speech-language pathology is becoming more popular, with more professionals 

becoming ASHA certified (ASHA Member, 2021), it is hopeful that those entering the field may 

be willing and interested in treating older populations. The results of the survey developed for 

the current study will add to the literature to determine if the field will be able to keep up with 

the increasing demand (Darling, 2016) for those willing to treat adults and older adults. It is 

possible that if changes are not made, older adults will not have adequate access to age-related 

services that they will require involving speech, language, swallowing, and cognition. Results 

from the current survey will provide essential information in determining what factors influence 

students’ decisions when deciding their preference for patient population related to age. This 

information will be useful in determining recommendations for SLP programs to ensure the 

demand for SLPs working with adults can meet the upcoming needs of older adult populations. 
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