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Abstract:  
 
 

1. Introduction 
 
Historically low birthrates and the effectiveness of an extremely efficient public healthcare 
system meant by 2050, 1 in 2 within Singapore will be over 65 (Ng, 2017). While this 
potentially seismic shift in demands on healthcare was predicted over two decades globally, the 
crucial field of gerontology has not kept pace with the rising number of elderly worldwide 
(Abbey et al, 2006; Lun, 2011; Warshaw & Bragg, 2016).  
 
One of the key issues is the lack of attraction for the field of gerontology and community 
nursing in general particularly with trainee nurses. Warsaw & Bragg (2016) noted that there 
has been little or no changes since 2008 Institute of Medicine report:  

Negative cultural and professional stereotypes discourage health 
professions students from selecting careers working with older adults. 

Therefore the challenge for the future of healthcare from the field of gerontology suggests that 
it is not merely the technical education that must be transformed but the “soft skills” that will 
enable trainee nurses to understand and break their negative stereotypes of the elderly.  
 
Within the School of Health Sciences (HS) at Ngee Ann Polytechnic (NP), Singapore, it is 
apparent we cannot be training professionals but we must train empathetic professionals. The 
question is how do we engineer this shift since empathy cannot be taught. We hope the answer 
to this question comes from infusing Service-Learning (S-L) within our learning environment. 
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Chong (2017) cited Bringle and Hatcher (1995) and Sook & Bloomquist (2015) to clarify what 
is S-L: 
 

S-L initiatives must not be confused with other non-classroom-based 
activities such as internship or volunteerism (Bringle & Hatcher, 1995). 
Sook & Bloomquist (2015) concluded that any S-L infused course MUST 
have overt goals to achieve BOTH academic and civic learning. 

 
Within the context of this paper, the specific research question that we are investigating is 
whether a meaningful S-L engagement with elderly population can enhance students’ attitude 
towards them and in doing so, motivate a section of our students to enter the important and 
short-handed sector of gerontology nursing. 
 

2. Theoretical framework/literature review 
 
The general observations from the literature review are that there are multi-factorial obstacles 
that dissuade a fledgling nurse from picking gerontology nursing as a future career. The crux 
of the problem in gerontology nursing is this: both the learner and the learning guides are often 
not themselves elderly, thus learning sometimes occurs in a vacuum devoid of empathy. This 
may facilitate the rise of assumptions, stereotypes, prejudgments leading ultimately to 
discrimination.  
 
Bergman et al. (2014) noted in their discussion of Bousfield & Hutchison (2010) that it is the 
quality of contact (or even more crucially, the lack of contact or meaningful contacts) that 
impacts on positive attitudes towards the elderly. Lun (2011) in her review article discussed 
VonDras & Lor-Vang’s 2004 research that found that some form of structured experential 
engagement can positively impact on the students views of the elderly. 
 
Boswell (2012) research saw a negative correlation of knowledge of aging and attitude. In HS, 
we are fusing content knowledge (curriculum) with social engagement of the elderly via the S-
L engagement to influence for the better, our students’ perception of the older generation.  
 
S-L can be the holy grail for nursing educators. It combines theory with face-to-face 
engagement with the elderly community for the students to practice, test out theory and most 
importantly to interact with the community. Leung et al (2011) found that S-L significantly 
(p=0.001) reduced the negative stereotypes that students have towards the elderly while 
concurrently, the medical students with S-L viewed elderly more positively than those in the 
control group (p=0.03). The research instrument used was   
 

3. Methods/analysis 
 
The research design is a Pre-Post quasi-experimental research. Purposive Sampling is used. 
The inclusion criterion is any student enrolled in the Gerontology & Community Nursing 
(GCN) module1. The size of the research population is 516 (based on the “Pre” population 
numbers). The survey is anonymously administered through Google forms platform. The 
instruments used to measure the intervention of S-L to the attitudinal state of our students is a 
revised version of Kogan’s Attitude Towards Older People survey. This survey was 
administered twice: before and after the S-L activity. The “pre” data will serve as a quasi-
                                                
1 Within the polytechnic system, “modules” are synonymous with “classes”.  
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control group for the post data. The research population was split into Experiment Group 1 
where the students engaged in a health and social engagement carnival for the elderly 
population and Experiment Group 2 where the students have to engage in a health survey with 
an elderly relative or neighbour. The two groups are separated to see if the nature of the S-L 
activity have an impact. The data is analysed using the two tailed independent samples t-test 
analysis.  
 
 

4. Results and Discussion 
 
The results from this pilot study is very encouraging. The two experimental groups showed 
significant and symmetrical shifts in their positive views of the elderly after the S-L 
engagement. 
 
Experimental Group 1: HS Carnival Team 
Kogan’s Intergenerational relationship subscale 

 Before (mean) After (mean) p-value 
Negative attitude towards older people 8.89 8.55 0.051 
Positive attitude towards older people 10.04 10.75 0.000*** 

 *** highly significant 
 
Students scored slightly higher on the positive attitude measure after the intervention [mean = 
10.75, SD = 1.674, n=305] compared to before the intervention [mean = 10.04, SD = 1.554, 
n=317]. This difference was statistically highly significant [p = 0.000]. 
 
Experimental Group 2: Home Interview Team 
Kogan’s Intergenerational relationship subscale 

 Before (mean) After (mean) p-value 
Negative attitude towards older people 8.69 8.45 0.300 
Positive attitude towards older people 10.25 10.80 0.003*** 

 *** highly significant 
 
Students scored slightly higher on the positive attitude measure after the intervention [mean = 
10.80, SD = 1.980, n=186] compared to before the intervention [mean = 10.25, SD = 1.716, 
n=215]. This difference was statistically highly significant [p = 0.003]. 
 
Experimental Group 1: HS Carnival Team 
Kogan’s Cognitive abilities and style subscale 

 Before (mean) After (mean) p-value 
Negative attitude towards older people 6.19 6.02 0.181 
Positive attitude towards older people 6.35 6.86 0.000*** 

 *** highly significant 
 
Students scored slightly higher on the positive attitude measure after the intervention [mean = 
6.86, SD = 1.299, n=305] compared to before the intervention [mean = 6.35, SD = 1.353, 
n=317]. This difference was statistically highly significant [p = 0.000]. 
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Experimental Group 2: Home Interview Team 
Kogan’s Cognitive abilities and style subscale:  

 Before (mean) After (mean) p-value 
Negative attitude towards older people 6.20 5.96 0.119 
Positive attitude towards older people 6.25 6.85 0.000*** 

 *** highly significant 
 
Students scored slightly higher on the positive attitude measure after the intervention [mean = 
6.85, SD = 1.455, n=186] compared to before the intervention [mean = 6.25, SD = 1.392, 
n=215]. This difference was statistically highly significant [p = 0.000]. 
 
Experimental Group 1: HS Carnival Team 
Feelings caused by living with older people subscale:  

 Before (mean) After (mean) p-value 
Negative attitude towards older people 5.66 5.66 0.978 
Positive attitude towards older people 6.70 7.29 0.000*** 

 *** highly significant 
 
Students scored higher on the positive attitude measure after the intervention [mean = 7.29, 
SD = 1.405, n=305] compared to before the intervention [mean = 6.70, SD = 1.469, n=317]. 
This difference was statistically highly significant [p = 0.000]. 
 
Experimental Group 2: Home Interview Team 
Feelings caused by living with older people subscale:  

 Before (mean) After (mean) p-value 
Negative attitude towards older people 5.49 5.31 0.252 

Positive attitude towards older people 6.61 7.32 0.000*** 
 *** highly significant 
 
Students scored slightly higher on the positive attitude measure after the intervention [mean = 
7.32, SD = 1.427, n=186] compared to before the intervention [mean = 6.61, SD = 1.449, 
n=215]. This difference was statistically highly significant [p = 0.000]. 
 
In our study, we analysed the impact of the S-L activity using three of Kogan’s 7 sub-scales 
as presented above. These data allow us to see if our students’ views on geriatric patients have 
been shifted. The students in both experimental groups viewed the elderly more positively as 
a result of the S-L engagements.  
 
The module tutors also noticed an interesting phenomenon from the home interview groups. 
The students all reported renewed respect of their grandparents whom they have to interview. 
The students’ renewed respect comes from hearing the life-stories from their grandparents. 
More than one student group have expressed shame that they have not found out about these 
things without the S-L engagement. One student interestingly described this as elder neglect. 
This was not analysed scientifically as the information were provided anecdotally from the 
teaching team. This perhaps can be examined more formally in future iterations of this study.  
 
It is interesting that in our research finding, the negative attitudes are non-significant. This 
might be due to some form of a Hawthorne Effect or the traditional Asian cultural 



APRCSL 2019                   

The 7th Asia-Pacific Regional Conference on Service-Learning 

For: Paper/Panel_Presentation 

programming that prevented the research population from reporting negative views of the 
elderly.   
 
The research team also evaluated the students’ assignments to use it as a qualitative 
companion to the quantitative study. The teaching team of the GCN module have observed 
that the S-L activity have raised the interest of the nursing students towards the topic. Here 
are excerpts of the qualitative responses. 
 
On stereotypes, wrongful assumptions and newly discovered respect: 
 

“By being more understanding and patients towards the elderly. I felt that we need 
to get rid of myths and stereotypes about the elderly, as the interviews that we do 
for the service learning. They are actually a very intelligent individuals and are 
really passionate in sharing their past experiences with us. So I thought this 
service learning is an enjoyable experience and memorable to me.” – Student A 
 
“We will not be able to better understand the elderly unless we make an effort to 
get to know them. Before this experience, I realized that there are many 
misconceptions I had about the elderly, through interacting with them I was able 
to empathize with them better and learn to be more patient.” –  Student B 
 
“Senior citizens are not to be looked down by the public. They still have their own 
life as all of us (the younger generations) have. From this service-learning we 
have found out that they still have goals in life. The person may be assumed as 
aged according to the number of years since birth which is also known as 
chronological age. However, it is one's emotional well-being, taking care of health 
and thoughts telling us we are aged or not. ” – Student C 

 
The results of this preliminary study are consistent with past studies that looked at the impact 
of S-L on students’ perceptions of elderly population (Abbey et al, 2006; Augustin & 
Freeman, 2016; Leung et al, 2011) 
 

5. Conclusions and contributions to theory and practice 
 

While it is early days yet, this pilot study suggests that S-L is shaping up to be an important 
and effective tool to enable our students to discover their interest in working within the most 
crucial sector of nursing – gerontology nursing. S-L accorded the students a powerful mean of 
helping them achieve greater understanding of the geriatric community by allowing the 
experience of direct contact. Perhaps more encouraging the students seems to have shift the 
way they view the elderly that they have engaged. Past researches have shown that this may 
be a small but important part to shift the students view towards gerontology nursing (VonDras 
& Lor-Vang, 2004; Bousfield & Hutchison, 2010 ; Lun, 2011; Bergman et al., 2014). 
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