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Division of Social Work Assumes Responsibility for Certificate in Gerontology

According to the US Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, gerontology-related jobs will increase 

by more than 36 percent in two years, but the 

emphasis won’t be on illness and loss – it will 

shift to marketing toward and serving older 

adults in ways that help them stay productive 

and independent while aging comfortably in 

the place of their choice. 

The health care job outlook will 

continue to grow as aging expands into a 

multidisciplinary industry that integrates 

several fields of study, like biology, sociology, 

public policy, humanities, and economics. 

These jobs will lead aging specialists to 

a broader range of professional settings, 

including health care, academic and research 

institutions, government agencies, retirement 

communities, businesses, and a variety of 

organizations.

Some professionals work directly with 

older persons, while others work on their 

behalf to educate others, or investigate issues 

in the field of aging. WVU’s certificate in 

gerontology trains a variety of specialists 

and helps candidates land jobs in aging 

services administration, financial planning, 

elder law, senior real estate, fitness and 

nutrition, physical therapy, alternative 

medicine, art therapy, assisted and 

communal living, home security and safety, 

architecture, intergenerational childcare, 

parks and recreation, advocacy, demography, 

cosmetology, pet therapy, special needs 

transportation, and travel and tourism.

Countries are experiencing unprecedented 

growth in the population of older adults, and 

by 2025, nearly 20 percent, or one in five 

people, in the United States will be age 65 or 

older. 

 “The expected demographic shift 

has already reached West Virginia, which 

maintains the second-largest aging population 

in the nation, and our elderly are experiencing 

unique issues, like increased poverty, obesity, 

disability, lack of transportation, and limited 

access to medical and social services,” said 

Kristina Hash. 

She believes reaching the needs of our state 

begins in aging education. Having earned a 

master’s degree in social work and a graduate 

certificate in gerontology from WVU, she 

is now a professor teaching courses in both 

programs to encourage service outreach in our 

changing society.

WVU’s part in this movement comes 

from the Division of Social Work, which now 

offers a graduate certificate in gerontology that 

allows students to gain an interdisciplinary 

perspective of aging. It explores the biological, 

psychological, and sociological processes of 

aging, including the needs and experiences of 

older people and the impact on social policies 

to human aging. Emphasis is on the unique 

challenges of Appalachia and rural elders, and 

the historical and cultural perspectives that 

influence status. 

The 19-credit certificate offers course 

work in gerontology, the rural elderly, public 

policy, culture, diversity, and aging, but this 

program isn’t just for social work students. 

The certificate attracts undergraduate and 

graduate students from diverse backgrounds 

in medicine, nursing, pharmacy, speech 

pathology, dentistry, occupational therapy, 

psychology, and more. 
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“These interdisciplinary courses are an 

opportunity for students to collaborate with 

classmates from other areas, as well as learn 

about the roles of each discipline in geriatric 

care,” said Hash. “This mix of students is 

beneficial to learning since the majority of 

helping professionals can expect to encounter 

older adults in their work settings.”

Hanna Thurman was drawn to the WVU 

Division of Social Work’s focus on geriatric 

care in rural areas and the Certificate in 

Gerontology’s inclusion of students from 

many different disciplines. She earned both 

master’s of social work and master’s of public 

administration, and a graduate certificate in 

gerontology in May. 

Thurman has a sociology and 

anthropology background, and previously 

worked with folklorists in Pendleton County, 

West Virginia, where she interacted with many 

older residents and became drawn to the way 

they spoke about their heritage and culture.

“The aging industry gives professionals 

an opportunity to be advocates at all levels, 

from individual clients to their families and 

caregivers,” said Thurman. “Our system is not 

prepared to handle this growing population, 

and there are multiple points of entry where 

we can do better to improve the quality of care 

and make it more accessible.”

After graduation, Thurman plans to work 

in health care, or human services, where she 

wants to develop intergenerational programs 

that enrich elderly lives and help keep older 

adults living in rural areas in their homes 

longer before needing institutional care. 

A recent report issued by the Institute of 

Medicine noted a “crisis” in the current and 

future health care workforce for older adults in 

terms of inadequate number of professionals 

who are also unprepared and not competently 

trained in geriatrics. 

“The study of gerontology is a valuable 

way to enhance the professional careers of 

those in a variety of industries,” said Karen 

Harper-Dorton, chair of the Division of Social 

Work. “The graduate certificate program offers 

specialized training to ensure that various 

programs, products, and services are delivered 

in a way that is sensitive to the needs and 

preferences of elders.”

Moving from Health Sciences to Social Work 
In fall 2009, coordination of the graduate 

certificate in gerontology was returned to the 

WVU Division of Social Work after being 

housed in the WVU Center on Aging at 

the Robert C. Byrd Health Sciences Center. 

Kristina Hash says transfer to the Beatrice 

Ruth Burgess Center for West Virginia 

Families and Communities made sense, 

because that’s where the gerontology program 

was originally developed in the late 1970s. 

The Burgess Center has a strong tie to 

the state’s elderly and their families. It was 

endowed in recognition of Reverend Beatrice 

Burgess for her distinguished service as a 

social community organizer, church worker, 

minister, and lobbyist. She dedicated her life 

to families and communities throughout the 

mountains and coal regions, and was active in 

aging issues, becoming president of the West 

Virginia Coalition on Legislation for the Aged. 

“It was a good move to transfer the 

certificate back to social work, because it is 

part of a larger initiative the Division has to 

recruit and competently train students in 

aging. Our three geriatric education grant 

projects funded by the John A. Hartford 

Foundation have already led to increased 

enrollment in certificate courses on campus 

and online, as well as additional sections due 

to rising interest and demand,” said Hash.

To learn more about the graduate certificate 

in gerontology, visit socialwork.wvu.edu and 

select the Center Certificates option.

• One in eight Americans is over the 
age of 65. 

• Older women outnumber older men 
by nearly 6 million. 

• Persons reaching age 65 have an 
average life expectancy of an additional 
19 years.

• Among non-institutionalized older 
persons, nearly 8 million women and 3 
million men live alone. 

• About 450,000 grandparents aged 65 
or over have primary responsibility for 
their grandchildren who live with them. 

• The 65-and-over population will 
increase 36 percent in just a decade from 
40 million in 2010 to 55 million in 2020.
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