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Use of a National Database to Infuse Aging in Social Work Research Courses
Assignment for Generalist Social Work Research

Yeshiva University, School of Social Work

Aging content has been infused into the generalist social work research courses at Yeshiva University with the aid of The Health and Retirement Study (HRS) master file: http://hrsonline.isr.umich.edu/. The HRS is a national sample of people representing the U.S. population, age 45 and older.  This very large data file can be broken down by numerous different variables. One can select from a range of socioeconomic, psychological, health-related, and other variables that might be of interest - education, marital status, income, assets, and race/ethnicity, for example. Whether students are interested in depression or mental health, physical ailments such as diabetes, the effects of marriage or divorce on lifestyle, or providing care to aging parents, the data they need can be found in the HRS. Even students who are addressing aspects of human behavior and relationships unrelated to retirement and health can find valuable information in the HRS data file. This resource is introduced to students within the first two class sessions.
Regardless of students’ substantive interests, the research course focuses on imparting skills that increase students’ capacity to think about and undertake research. The HRS data files are useful in this regard because they enable the instructor to discuss the importance of relationships, less between people per se, but more so among characteristics or attributes of people. For example, since HRS has a variable for depression, many students, who are already interested in this topic, will explore depression among older persons in a variety of contexts. These contexts may include any of the following:  married vs. unmarried, caregivers vs. non-caregivers, those in good health vs. those in poorer health, more vs. less affluent, parents vs. non-parents, those employed vs. those unemployed, and the like.
A number of steps have been taken to ensure that this resource is accessible to students and to support their learning. For example, a smaller data file is extracted from the main HRS files and placed on the University’s computer storage system.  Students have their own disk space on the University system, thereby allowing them the opportunity to extract an even smaller data file of interest to them. They can download these smaller files onto their own space for purposes of course assignments and data analyses. There is also ample online documentation of all HRS study measures and copies of the questionnaires.  
Finally, support is always available at the HRS Help Desk. Email addresses and phone numbers can also be found on the HRS Web site: http://hrsonline.isr.umich.edu/. 

This assignment utilizes The Health and Retirement Study data set as way for students to acquire data analysis skills, and in doing so, to learn more about older adults.











