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Abstract

As our population ages, therapeutic recreation (TR) students must be prepared for 
careers with older adults. Research indicates that students are rarely interested in 
careers with seniors, yet intergenerational programs provide a means of changing 
ageist attitudes.  In this study, we explored the experiences of seminar volunteers and 
students within student-led intergenerational learning seminars in a TR course focused 
on aging.  We interviewed six seminar volunteers and six students.  Data were analyzed 
using thematic analysis. Findings revealed several meanings of intergenerational 
interactions, including learning from each other, changing perspectives, connecting 
and contributing, and being engaged in learning.  Students and seniors reported several 
factors that limited meaningful interactions, such as lack of preparation and ambiguity 
about the seminars themselves.  Even with these challenges, intergenerational seminars 
were useful for changing attitudes about aging and older adults. Incorporation of 
similar seminars with other groups may be beneficial for the growth of TR curricula.
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Introduction

In the most recent therapeutic rec-
reation (TR) education survey, Autry, 
Anderson, and Sklar (2010) argued that 
both education and professional prepara-
tion are vital for the profession. Shifting 
demographics within North America will 
impact TR practice (Genoe & Single-
ton, 2009), and TR curricula should be 
designed to prepare students for these 
shifts.  One of these demographic trends 
includes population aging, (Lin & Bry-
ant, 2009), and many TR students may 
find themselves employed by agencies 
that serve older adults, such as long-term 
care homes, day away programs, and se-
niors centers. Intergenerational learning 
may provide one way to both motivate 
and train students for careers with aging 
adults.  Such programs afford opportuni-
ties to “improve student understanding 
of aging and older adults” (Zucherro, 
2010, p. 283). Guided by intergroup con-
tact theory, we set out to understand the 
experiences of students and seminar vol-
unteers within intergenerational learning 
seminars in a TR class focused on aging.  

Intergenerational learning programs 
are designed to bring together genera-
tions to learn from each other (Cabanil-
las, 2011; Manheimer, 1997; Newman & 
Smith, 1997), through interactions and 
activities (Ayala, Hewson, Bray, Jones, & 
Hartley, 2007; Newman & Smith, 1997).  
These programs provide a means for 
positive interactions between students 
and seniors and are beneficial for both 
groups (Dupuis, 2002; Krout & Pogorza-
la, 2002; Wangmo et al., 2009).  Students 
in a variety of health care disciplines are 
rarely interested in working with older 
adults, which may result in shortages of 
professionals to do so (Horowitz, Wong, 
& Dechello, 2010).  However, opportuni-
ties for students to regularly interact with 
older adults may be beneficial for prepa-

ration for such work, particularly by re-
ducing ageist attitudes among students 
and increasing understanding of the op-
portunities and challenges of later life 
(Gonzales, Morrow-Howell, & Gilbert, 
2010; Joyner & DeHope, 2006; Knapp & 
Stubblefield, 2000; Krout & Pogorzala, 
2002; Wangmo, Ewen, Webb, Teaster, 
& Hatch, 2009). Indeed, Horowitz et al. 
(2010) note that such programs allow 
students and older adults to gain perspec-
tives on intergenerational issues such as 
retirement and long-term care. Further-
more, students “gain a deeper under-
standing of the aging process by engaging 
individually with an older adult” (Faria, 
Dauenhauer, & Steitz, 2010, p. 105).  

Since intergenerational learning pro-
grams can increase interest (Breytspraak, 
Arnold, & Hogan, 2008; Dellman-Jen-
kins, Fowler, Lambert, Fruit, & Rich-
ardson, 1994; Horowitz et al., 2010) and 
competence (Faria et al., 2010) in work-
ing with older adults, the inclusion of 
intergenerational learning experiences 
within TR curriculum may increase stu-
dents’ awareness of the meaning and op-
portunity that can come from working 
with older clients (Joyner & DeHope, 
2006).  Following Dupuis’ (2002) study of 
intergenerational learning seminars in a 
leisure and aging course, the first author 
implemented similar seminars in a Ther-
apeutic Recreation Aging class (TRA).  
The seminars provided students and 
seminar volunteers with the opportu-
nity to interact with and learn from each 
other regarding leisure in later life, yet the 
impact was unclear.  Therefore, the pur-
pose of this study was to understand the 
experiences of seminar volunteers and 
students enrolled in TRA. We wanted to 
find out how both groups experienced 
the seminars, what they learned from 
each other, and their perspectives on the 
strengths and limitations of the seminars.  
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Below, we review the literature, discuss 
our theoretical framework, and describe 
the TRA seminars.

Literature Review

There is a growing body of research 
on intergenerational learning programs 
between post-secondary students and 
older adults.  Students and seniors benefit 
from these interactions a great deal (Du-
puis, 2002; Gonzales et al., 2010; Wang-
mo, et al., 2009;  Zucchero, 2009).  Inter-
generational learning programs provide 
opportunities for sharing backgrounds, 
opinions, and ideas, and developing rela-
tionships (Horowitz et al., 2010; Krout & 
Pogorzala, 2002).  

Several benefits specific to students 
have been identified in the literature.  In-
tergenerational seminars provided an op-
portunity for occupational therapy stu-
dents to understand gerontology through 
their discussions with older adults.  They 
were also able to develop communica-
tion skills needed for practice. Social 
work students reported enhanced learn-
ing through an intergenerational service 
learning experience and reported more 
positive perspectives on older adults, 
whose experience should be valued (Far-
ia et al., 2010; Hoffman, Gray, Hosokawa, 
& Zweig, 2006). Other students gained 
new perspectives on aging, particularly 
regarding engagement in life (Wangmo 
et al., 2009).  Increased sympathy, empa-
thy, and respect have also been reported 
as outcomes of participation in intergen-
erational learning (Hoffman et al., 2006).  
Students learned that “…aging is an indi-
vidualized process, abandoned precon-
ceived notions, and recognized the per-
son within” (Hoffman et al., 2006, p. 45). 

Intergenerational programs can re-
duce ageist attitudes and stereotypes.  
Joyner and DeHope (2006) reported in-
creased interest in working with older 

adults, as well as increased understand-
ing of older adults among social work 
students involved in intergenerational 
learning. Medical students involved in 
intergenerational, arts-based program-
ming and casual learning activities re-
ported more positive feelings toward old-
er adults (Bates et al., 2006; Gonzales et 
al., 2010; Hoffman et al., 2006). Students 
learned that older adults are active and 
productive, and experienced reduced fear 
of and increased interest in working with 
older adults (Bates et al., 2006).  

Intergenerational learning programs 
have positive effects for older adults as 
well.  Zucherro (2010) focused specifical-
ly on the experiences of the older adults 
in an intergenerational service learning 
program. Participants reported positive 
experiences, especially in terms of the 
mutual relationships developed with stu-
dents, and saw themselves as role models.  
For example, senior mentors described 
their roles as informing students that old-
er adults are active (Wangmo et al., 2009).  
Older adults were surprised by the level 
of student engagement, and about half 
changed their perspectives of younger 
adults (Zucherro, 2010).  Zucherro noted 
that the older adults “found the intergen-
erational relationship meaningful…” (p. 
398). Seniors involved in a mentorship 
program for medical students reported 
developing positive relationships and 
friendships with the students. They also 
believed students learned from the men-
tors as they challenged negative stereo-
types about aging (Bates et al., 2006).  Fi-
nally, older adults attending a university 
intergenerational program experienced 
higher levels of social integration, par-
ticularly in their second year of partici-
pation (Montoro-Rodriguez & Pinazo, 
2005). They reported improvements in 
conflict resolution, overcoming person-
al problems, and greater knowledge of 
themselves.  
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Challenges of intergenerational pro-
grams have also been reported.  Seminar 
volunteers identified challenges such as 
hearing the students, and feelings of dis-
comfort regarding their own knowledge 
levels (Dupuis, 2002). Lack of student 
preparation for the individual seminars 
was another challenge.  Students reported 
challenges such as too much or too little 
participation on behalf of the seminar 
volunteers, which impacted the potential 
for learning (Dupuis, 2002).

Theoretical Framework: Intergroup 
Contact Theory

Both the seminars and the research 
project were grounded in intergroup con-
tact theory (Pettigrew, 1988), which indi-
cates that prejudice between groups can 
be reduced through contact with each 
other: “Intergroup contact theory focuses 
on face-to-face contact between mem-
bers of different groups and is primar-
ily concerned with the practical issues of 
improving intergroup relations” (Grefe, 
2011, p. 102). There are four conditions 
for positive contact, including equal sta-
tus among the groups, working together 
towards a common purpose, the support 
of an authority, and contact over a lon-
ger period of time (Allport, 1954; Grefe, 
2011; Pettigrew, 1998).  While these four 
conditions can further decrease preju-
dice, in this case, ageism, contact by it-
self can also have an impact (Pettigrew & 
Tropp, 2006). When students experience 
positive interactions with older adults, 
they tend to have more positive atti-
tudes and intentions towards older adults 
(Bousfield & Hutchison, 2010), thus, in-
tergenerational learning within TR cur-
riculum should lead to more positive at-
titudes about working with older adults.

Intergenerational Learning Seminars 
in Therapeutic Recreation: Aging

TRA, which is an elective course for 
TR students, prepares students to work 
with older adults in our aging society in a 
variety of settings, including community 
programs, day programs, and long-term 
care.  The aim of the course is to encour-
age students to consider and discuss sev-
eral topics relating to recreation in later 
life, including demography, ageism, di-
versity, theories of aging, physical, cogni-
tive, and psychological well-being, and 
models of long-term care. Ten weekly, 
50-minute intergenerational seminars 
provide one means of meeting this aim.  
The purpose of the seminars is three-fold. 
The first aim is to provide students with 
the opportunity to develop leadership 
and facilitation skills that will be required 
of them as professionals in the field.  The 
second aim is to encourage increased 
engagement in learning outside of the 
traditional classroom through in-depth 
discussion about aging.  The third aim is 
to provide students with opportunities to 
interact with and learn from seniors over 
the age of 65 who are living in their com-
munity. 

Within the seminar, students and 
volunteers have the opportunity to share 
their perspectives, defend a particular 
stance, consider all sides of a topic, learn 
from each other, and have fun.  Each stu-
dent was assigned to lead one seminar.  As 
seminar leaders, students were to develop 
discussion questions and activities based 
on the assigned readings to engage their 
peers in in-depth conversation.  As semi-
nar participants, students were expected 
to participate in group discussion and 
activities, be on time, complete assigned 
readings, and evaluate student leaders.  

Seminar volunteers were vital to the 
success of the seminars.  Two volunteers 
attended their assigned seminar group 
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each week. Volunteers completed and 
shared their opinions about the readings, 
shared their relevant life experiences, and 
graded seminar leadership.

A teaching assistant (TA), who was 
a masters student interested in aging, 
graded participation and seminar lead-
ership. The TA supported students when 
conversation lagged, answered questions, 
and assisted with technology, but was not 
responsible for leading the seminars.  The 
TA was a resource for the seminar volun-
teers and answered their questions about 
class material, grading, and expectations 
of the seminars. Occasionally, the TA 
provided feedback to the class, using the 
first 5-10 minutes of class time to review 
strengths and weaknesses of the semi-
nars.

The course instructor was respon-
sible for reviewing seminar summaries, 
collecting seminar evaluation forms, 
calculating grades, and providing a sum-
mary of the feedback. The instructor re-
sponded to students’ concerns and ques-
tions and attended as many seminars as 
possible for about 10-15 minutes to en-
sure students were on track.

Seminars comprised 25% of the 
students’ grades in the course. Students 
earned a grade out of 10 for seminar lead-
ership and a grade out of 15 for seminar 
participation. The seminar leadership 
grades were derived by taking an average 
of grades provided by all seminar group 
members, including students, seminar 
volunteers and the TA. Grading criteria 
included preparation for the seminar, 
creativity and originality, use of activities 
that stimulated interesting discussion and 
debate, and the level of challenge for the 
seminar participants.  Punctuality and use 
of the full 50 minutes were also consid-
ered.  Students were strongly encouraged 
to facilitate discussion rather than present 
or lecture about the topic.  Students sub-

mitted a 1-2 page seminar outline to the 
instructor prior to the seminar in order to 
ensure that were prepared.  For participa-
tion, students received a grade out of 1.5 
for each seminar.  Punctuality, prepara-
tion, and participation in discussion were 
considered. The final participation grade 
was calculated by adding the grades for 
each seminar at the end of the term. 

Method

In order to determine the strengths 
and limitations of the seminars as well as 
understand the experiences of students 
and seminar volunteers, we adopted a 
qualitative approach. Data collection 
commenced following the completion 
of TRA in 2011. All seminar volunteers 
(6) and students (approximately 30) were 
invited through email to participate in 
conversational interviews exploring their 
experiences with TRA seminars upon 
completion of the course. Additionally, 
two research assistants (the second and 
third authors) dropped into courses that 
potential student participants were likely 
enrolled in to invite them to participate.  
Students and seminar volunteers con-
tacted the research assistants to set up an 
interview on campus at a mutually con-
venient time.  The two research assistants 
were trained to conduct interviews by re-
viewing the characteristics of semistruc-
tured, open-ended interviews, discussion 
of tips for conducting successful inter-
views, and by interviewing each other to 
gain experience. Six seminar volunteers 
and six students participated in the in-
terviews. Among the volunteers, there 
were two men and four women, all over 
age 65 and all had post-secondary educa-
tion. Among the students, there were five 
women and one man.  All students were 
in their second or third year of study.  
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Interviews were guided by a semi-
structured interview guide, digitally re-
corded and were transcribed verbatim. 
Interview guide questions included: Tell 
me about your experiences with the in-
tergenerational seminars.  What did you 
like about the seminars?  How could the 
seminars be improved? How prepared 
did you feel to be a seminar participant?  
Students were asked: How did seminar 
volunteers impact your learning in the 
seminars? Volunteers were asked: What 
are the benefits and challenges of being 
a volunteer with the intergenerational 
seminars?  What did you learn from the 
students in the seminars?   

Interviews ranged in length from 10-
60 minutes for students, and 20-60 min-
utes for seminar volunteers.  The research 
assistants conducted all student inter-
views and all but one volunteer interview.  
They were familiar with the format and 
experience of the intergenerational semi-
nars since they had taken the course the 
previous year.  

Given the qualitative, naturalistic 
approach to this study, data were ana-
lyzed using thematic analysis, which is 
an exploratory approach in which data 
are coded according to emerging themes 
(Schwandt, 2007).  Interviews were read 
multiple times, allowing for reflection on 
the interviews as a whole. Then, codes 
were developed and patterns identified 
to organize the data into themes and sub-
themes (Aronson, 1994). Comparisons 
were made within and across interviews, 
and emerging themes were pieced togeth-
er to create a picture of the students’ and 
seniors’ experiences. The research team 
met throughout the process to discuss 
emerging codes and their connections.  
Data were analyzed using NVivo 9.

Findings: The Meaning of 
Intergenerational Interactions
 
Students and seminar volunteers 

each spoke about the meaning of inter-
generational interactions which emerged 
as they interacted with each other. This 
overarching theme was characterized by 
five subthemes. The seminars were per-
ceived as an opportunity to get to learn 
about each other.  Shared interactions led 
to changing perspectives about the other 
generation. Seminar volunteers found 
meaning in connecting and contributing, 
and students spoke about being engaged 
in learning, which had relevance for their 
futures.  Despite these positive outcomes, 
several factors that limited meaningful 
interactions were reported. 

Learning About Each Other
Both students and seminar volun-

teers gained knowledge as a result of the 
others’ participation in the seminar as 
they shared their own views and chal-
lenged each others’ perspectives. This 
exchange of information was mutually 
beneficial. Volunteers reported having 
a better understanding of youth: “We 
learned a lot about where the students 
were at and their concerns which was 
good learning from our point of view” 
(V31).  Another volunteer reflected on the 
mutuality of learning about each other:

I enjoyed the experience of in-
teracting with younger people…
and I think the exchange was 
really two-way. We’re sensitized 
to some of the issues that young 
people have out there, and I think 
they in turn were a little bit more 
sensitized or made aware of the 
other side of the coin if I could 
put it, the great divide. (V4)

1Quotes from seminar volunteers are indicated by the letter V, followed by the participant number
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Students similarly described learning 
about the seniors:

They asked a lot of questions, 
they gave their point of view on 
things which was often quite dif-
ferent from what our point of 
view was. And we got to basically 
see the difference of what their 
generation thought from what 
our generation thought. It was 
really interesting and we had a 
lot of discussion and we had a lot 
of fun. (S12)

Changing Perspectives
Learning about each other resulted 

in changing perspectives about the other 
generation. Through interactions with 
each other, seminar volunteers challenged 
ageist stereotypes and demonstrated 
through their experiences and stories 
that such stereotypes are inaccurate. One 
volunteer highlighted the effects of age-
ism and appreciated the opportunity to 
address it:

…I see on so many different 
levels, ageism, the effect of 
ageism, how people perceive 
growing older and so on and I 
think it is important to share 
with folks generally about how 
it feels, what are some the major 
worries, but what are some of the 
benefits of aging and how can we 
work in a slightly different way 
in society to support people at 
different points in their life. (V6)

In turn students began to see later life in 
a more positive light: “…they definitely 
took the so-called negative side of ag-
ing and they, um, expanded it and um, 
they…showed me the benefits of aging – 

and it is not just wrinkles and moles or 
whatever!” (S2). Of particular interest, 
students recognized that the volunteers 
were actively involved in physical activity 
and community engagement, rather than 
passive leisure pursuits, as they had pre-
viously assumed: 

I think leisure was one of the big-
gest things that we learned, some 
of the things that they do, like, 
they’re in like t’ai chi and they’re 
doing all sorts of different things, 
that I thought more youth ac-
tivities were based on, but they’re 
doing them. (S5)

Indeed, students began to see later life as 
a time for personal growth and continued 
learning:

I learned that you need to em-
brace aging and you are still 
learning everyday just not be-
cause you’re old and you’re not 
in school or working anymore 
doesn’t mean that you can’t learn 
and try new things, um once you 
retire, I think that’s a time to even 
try and learn more and do more 
and, and do things that you may 
not have been able to do when 
you were busy with raising a fam-
ily and working and that sort of 
thing. (S4)

This led to changing perspectives about 
their own aging.  Fear of aging was re-
duced among students and they saw how 
they could remain active and engaged af-
ter retirement:

I honestly had a fear of aging my 
whole life (laughs), um, I think, 
going into this seminar was, it 

2Quotes from students are indicated by the letter S, followed by the participant number
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was um…I had negative and 
positive thoughts because I was 
going to learn something new 
but I was like, meh, what do they 
know?  I mean that’s what every 
teenager and young adult I think 
kind of sees and the semester 
when on and as we met every 
week with our seniors um, I just 
had a more positive outlook on 
them and the things that they do  
and how they embrace it and how 
I want to embrace it now. (S3)

Similarly, seminar volunteers changed 
their perspectives on youth through their 
interactions. They acknowledged differ-
ences between students today and their 
experiences as students, noting mounting 
debt, the need to work long hours, and 
high levels of stress among the students:

The students are changing.  Some 
of them probably hadn’t read 
their articles… a lot of students 
here graduate with $20 000 - $30 
000 of debt. That boggles my 
mind because it’s not something 
that I experienced.  I think it was 
easier financially to go to univer-
sity in the past, even though I was 
slinging beer in beer parlours 
on the weekends to make ends 
meet…but I’m struck by the fact 
that a lot of students really put in 
long hours and they arrive in the 
morning and look pretty ruffled 
and weary-eyed…You could tell 
the stress is there… (V4)

Opportunities to change perspectives 
were beneficial to both students and se-
niors who saw the other generation in 
a more positive way as a result of their 
weekly interactions.

Connecting and Contributing
While both groups experienced 

learning from each other and changing 
perspectives, seminar volunteers found 
meaning in the intergenerational rela-
tionships through connections and con-
tributions. Volunteers appreciated having 
the opportunity to connect to the univer-
sity community and to young people:

Well for us the benefits are get-
ting out into...the university and 
working with students of this na-
ture…it’s always good for seniors 
to have something like this to 
look forward to, so that was one 
of the benefits, it was, it got us 
out and involved, It was another 
opportunity volunteer for some-
thing and, you know we like to be 
as involved in the community as 
possible. (V2)

Contributing to the younger generation 
was particularly meaningful for the vol-
unteers:

I’m at the stage of my life where 
the greatest satisfaction is pre-
paring the next generation. …
what you want to do is pass what 
you’ve learned on to the next 
generation so they can take the 
ball 10 yards further. …I want 
to be around to collect my hard-
earned pension as long as I can 
and part of that is to remain rel-
evant.  For seniors a big, big part 
is feeling that you’re contributing 
in some way shape or form.  Even 
if it’s volunteer work, you want 
to feel that you’re relevant and 
you’ve got something to offer… 
(V4)
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Students developed connections to the 
seniors as well, feeling more comfortable 
over time:

Um, the first day it was kind of 
weird, nobody really talked to 
them, like they said a few words, 
they said who they were, but then 
after that once we started split-
ting up into smaller groups…we 
could actually get into a smaller 
group and talk and it…wasn’t so 
awkward and they would share a 
lot of things…I enjoyed having 
them there…as time went on it 
was a lot easier…I thought it was 
just like, it was so easily, like…
they were just so open and so 
nice that it was just like how do 
you not talk to them?  (S4)

Students were grateful for the contri-
butions of the volunteers and were im-
pressed that the seniors were willing to 
spend their time with the students:

I was really impressed, because 
like lots of the time if it’s seniors 
around a bunch of 19, 20 year 
olds, they’re not usually too im-
pressed (laughs) so I was like re-
ally impressed with them just for 
coming and wanting to partici-
pate with us and hang out with us 
every week basically.  They took 
an hour of their time …so I think 
at least, we should at least show 
them like, enough respect, and 
like be happy that they’re there, 
like I was glad that they were 
there. (S4)

Being Engaged in Learning
While seniors reported benefit-

ing from connecting and contributing, 
students spoke about being engaged in 
learning as a result of the intergeneration-

al seminars.  They compared the seminars 
to lectures and felt comfortable speaking 
out in the smaller groups and the relaxed 
environment, leading to a more mean-
ingful learning experience.  One student 
stated: 

Um, I liked how it engaged every-
one, like everyone was encour-
aged to participate, like the [sem-
inar] leaders would often ask you 
like a question like specifically 
kind of thing and you like...you 
couldn’t just sit there and not do 
anything, you had to participate 
and you had to engage. (S1)

A second student highlighted how this 
level of engagement led to better learn-
ing: “you actually learned things…they’re 
not just lectures, you’re not just talked to, 
you’re talked with…” (S2). Another stu-
dent highlighted specific contributions of 
the volunteers to the seminar:

For my like seminar that I led, I 
was pretty much talking about 
like…trends in aging, and they 
would always say ya this true, 
maybe this is like further down 
the line, so it kind of gave me 
guidelines. I made like cases 
studies and stuff like that.  So 
they would go through it and 
then they would say like, oh this 
is relevant, this isn’t so much as 
relevant, it kind of gave me a bet-
ter perspective of like, what I was 
teaching and like what I could 
take away from it. (S6)

Engaging in learning in this way al-
lowed students to see the relevance of 
the course for their own lives and profes-
sions.  For example, one student spoke of 
a lack of interest in aging, but then ac-
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knowledged the importance of learning 
about the topic personally:

I think at first when you go 
through the syllabus and all 
learning about aging and who 
wants to learn about aging?...I 
just want to be young right now, 
I don’t want to think about being 
old, but I think it helps set you 
up for, you know, staying active 
now, becoming active now, um, 
will continue later on into your 
future.  (S3)

Other students recognized the need to 
better understand later life because of our 
aging population, and perceived the topic 
as relevant, even if they were not intend-
ing to work with older adults for their 
careers.  A student who worked with chil-
dren with disabilities acknowledged that 
they too, would age:  

I work…with lower functioning 
kids, um, and they’re going to age 
just like, you know, people with-
out disabilities and, I think it’s a 
good way that I can, you know, I 
can help them still embrace what 
they do understand about, about 
getting older and making sure 
they continue to be active um, 
yeah they can keep as much in-
dependence…to try to keep that 
for as long as possible for them, 
because I want to see them grow 
old positively as well. (S3)

Limiting Meaningful Interactions 
Although both students and volun-

teers reported experiencing meaningful 
interactions, they also identified sev-
eral factors that limited those meaning-
ful interactions.  Both felt unprepared 
to lead and participate in the seminars, 
and some reported ambiguity about the 

process and expectations.  Volunteers in 
particular were uncertain about the pur-
pose of the seminars: “Was the seminar 
supposed to enhance the information and 
the knowledge of that topic?  Or was it to 
introduce new information?  Or what was 
the purpose?” (V2).  Volunteers were also 
uncertain about their own role within 
the seminar.  While it was assumed that 
they would feel comfortable to partici-
pate fully, several acknowledged that they 
felt they needed to keep quiet to allow the 
students to talk: “So I think the hardest 
part for me was not jumping, keep qui-
et and give the students a chance” (V4).  
Students also felt unprepared to engage in 
seminars: 

I had no idea on time, how much 
class material should I use, how 
much extra resources should I 
use and…Yeah, we were sup-
posed to do the readings, but I 
didn’t know what the key points I 
should pull out of that were, what 
major topics I needed to hit on, 
in my seminar, so… (S5)

Volunteers felt frustrated about the 
lack of preparation on the part of the stu-
dents: “…some students…I’m sure hadn’t 
read the articles that had been earmarked 
as a bit of a springboard to the conversa-
tion.  So that made it a little bit difficult 
in some circumstances” (V4).  Students 
concurred with this: “I…didn’t read all 
the readings before coming to the class, 
and I think, if every student, um, reads it, 
there can, I think that would build more 
discussion and sometimes there was the 
odd seminar there was awkward silences” 
(S3).  

While students spoke about hav-
ing changed attitudes about aging, some 
of their comments suggested otherwise.  
For example, one student, still expressed 
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a stereotype that older adults are poor 
drivers: “...when you like are driving be-
hind an old man and you’re getting so an-
gry, like, now I’m just like ah okay, they’re 
getting old now…let them be…” (S5).  
Another stated: “I mean, not to be rude 
or anything but I mean like I said older 
adults… I’m not saying all older adults 
are set in their ways but I mean they defi-
nitely have their opinions and stick with 
it.”  Despite changing perspectives, some 
stereotypes persisted.

Discussion

The findings of this study support 
the consensus in the literature that inter-
generational learning is positive for both 
students and older adults who partici-
pated in the seminars and volunteered for 
the study.  Like other research, the partic-
ipants of this study reported more posi-
tive perspectives of the other generation 
and began to develop connections with 
each other (Doll, 2006; Dupuis, 2002; 
Leitner & Leitner, 2012).  This is in keep-
ing with intergroup contact theory, which 
indicates that reductions in prejudice oc-
cur when two groups interact.  Through 
face to face contact within the seminars, 
students and seniors were better able to 
understand each other.  Three of All-
port’s (1954) four conditions required for 
positive contact were in place to support 
positive interactions, The seminars were 
supported by an authority (the faculty 
sanctions the seminars), and contact oc-
curred over time (12 weeks).  A common 
goal for both groups involved discussion 
and learning of leisure in later life.  En-
suring equality between the groups was 
more challenging, since students were 
graded while volunteers were not.  

The findings of the study are lim-
ited as it is not clear whether students 
gained an interest in working with older 
adults, however, students acknowledged 

the impact that our aging society will 
have on themselves, their families, and 
their careers.  A fifth condition for posi-
tive contact postulated by Allport (Bous-
field & Hutchison, 2010) suggests that 
friendships between group members 
are required.  While students and vol-
unteers reported positive relationships 
with each other, it is unlikely that friend-
ships developed. As noted by Pettigrew 
and Tropp (2006), contact even without 
Allport’s conditions can have a positive 
impact, and appeared to result in a more 
positive perspective on aging and older 
adults among the students.  Based on 
these findings, intergroup contact was a 
fruitful way to provide TR students with 
opportunities to interact with and better 
understand client groups different from 
themselves.

Although challenges were reported, 
both students and seminar volunteers 
generally felt positive about their inter-
actions with each other within the class-
room environment.  Students highlighted 
the benefits of the interactions with re-
gards to their own learning, and seniors 
appreciated being able to “give back” to 
the younger generation (See Dupuis, 
2002; Newman & Smith, 1997).  Newman 
and Smith (1997) drew upon develop-
mental theories, suggesting that younger 
and older adults can complement each 
other as the younger person’s develop-
mental characteristics, such as creativity 
and curiosity, can meet the need of the 
older adults to give back and engage in 
life review.  Indeed, students appreciated 
the stories and perspectives of the older 
adults, as well as their efforts to give back 
to the younger generation.  The TR class-
room, and specifically the less structured 
environment of student-led seminars 
which allow for students to have greater 
input into the direction of the discussion, 
may be an ideal space for these types of 
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interactions.  In particular, engaging in 
discussion around leisure may allow for 
building rapport and recognition of simi-
larities and differences between genera-
tions, thus creating a comfortable space 
to converse honestly and openly about 
challenges and opportunities faced in lat-
er life, including such concerns as mental 
health, chronic illness, caregiving, loss, 
and grief, as well as continued engage-
ment in life and its impact on well-being 
in later life.  

Students reported discussion about 
leisure as being particularly eye-opening.  
Stereotypes about participation in leisure 
activities were altered as a result of par-
ticipation in the seminars.  Students indi-
cated that their perceptions had changed 
regarding the level of activity; rather than 
passive pursuits, the volunteers were 
active in a range of activities, includ-
ing physical activity, community based 
leisure, and opportunities for growth 
and learning.  This is in keeping with 
Horowitz et al., who stated, “the Boomer 
generation has increased interest in ‘ac-
tive aging’ strategies to reduce the nega-
tive consequences of normal aging, and 
the need for lifestyle changes to reduce 
the risk of chronic illness and disability” 
(Horowitz et al., 2010, p. 77). Interactions 
with seniors may prepare TR students for 
the wishes of baby boomers as they seek 
out active living in later life, and may re-
sult in consideration of nontraditional 
activities that are rarely found in seniors 
centres and care homes. Furthermore, 
these interactions may better prepare stu-
dents for their own leisure engagement as 
they age. 

There were several limitations to 
both the research and the seminars.  Stu-
dent recruitment was more challeng-
ing than expected, and resulted in fewer 
participants than we had hoped. Other 
perspectives on the seminars would 

have been beneficial, particularly from 
students who did not enjoy the seminar 
component of the class. Additionally, the 
group of seminar volunteers was rather 
homogeneous, and did not necessar-
ily represent the diversity of older adults 
that students and professionals come into 
contact with. All volunteers were Cau-
casian, highly educated, former profes-
sionals.  All experienced relatively good 
health and were active members of the 
community.  

Changes were implemented in a 
subsequent offering of the course to 
address some limitations identified.  
Students continued to lead the seminars 
and volunteers participated on a 
weekly basis. However, to ensure better 
preparation, students were required 
to complete online, five question 
quizzes, posted on the course website 
that were based on the readings before 
attending the seminars. Students and 
volunteers participated in a more 
extensive orientation to better prepare 
for the seminars. Volunteers met with 
the instructor and TA to review the 
purpose of the seminars and expectations 
of students and volunteers. Students 
received an orientation in class, where 
it was discussed how to lead a seminar, 
how to form discussion questions, and 
the importance of being prepared for 
discussion. Then, the TA facilitated the 
first seminar to provide an example 
for students. Other changes may be 
beneficial.  For example, Hoffman et al. 
(2006) reported greater benefits from 
one on one interactions than group 
activities. A one-on-one component 
might similarly benefit TR students in 
better understanding other generations.  
Recruitment of a more diverse group of 
seminar volunteers might better prepare 
students for the realities of TR practice 
with older adults. For example, seniors 
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living in long-term care or assisted 
living, or recent immigrants might bring 
different perspectives to seminars, which 
could expand students’ understandings 
of the meaning and experience of aging.  
Finally, TR instructors could consider 
including other potential client groups in 
similar seminars (e.g. people living with 
mental illness, people with disabilities) to 
broaden TR students’ experiences prior 
to entering the profession.

Conclusion

Intergenerational learning provides 
TR students with opportunities to build 
relationships with, and learn from, 
older adults. These interactions sensitize 
students to concerns around aging.  
Including opportunities to engage with 
older adults, and other potential client 
groups, on a regular basis within TR 
curricula may better prepare students for 
their professional careers.
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