Celebrating Connections
By: Jennifer Bennett, MSW and Claire Cote, MSW, NASW/CT Aging Committee Co-chairs.  Jennifer and Claire celebrate Senior Center month as Senior Center Coordinators.
September is National Senior Center Month.  It is a month where we celebrate older adults coming to a place they can call their own for socialization, recreation, and resources.  Senior Centers are a social hub for many of the connections made amongst aging adults in our communities. According to the National Council on Aging, senior centers are recognized as one of the most widely utilized services developed by the Older Americans Act of 1965 (n.d).   
Clubs for older adults have existed since the 1800s and the first senior center was developed in the United States in the 1940s. The Older Americans Act of 1965 and later federal legislation for funding senior centers in the 1970s are two factors that we can attribute to the increase in senior centers throughout the 1970s (Miltiades, H.B. & Grove, S.A. (n.d)).  
The number of senior centers in the United States has gradually grown since the 1970s.  While there is no formal census on the number of senior centers today, estimates from the United States Administration on Aging are that the number of centers ranges from 10,000 to 16,000 (Miltiades, H. B., & Grove, S. A. (n.d)).
The National Council on Aging’s definition of a senior center is: 
a community focal point on aging where older persons as in individuals or in groups come together for services and activities that enhance their dignity, support their independence and encourage their involvement in and with the community. 
The Hodson Senior Center is the first known Senior Center and was born in 1943 in Bronx, New York (Beatty, C. (2010).  Hodson’s innovative approach in offering older adults a comfortable space to gather, share information, life stories and laughs proved to be popular, and Senior Centers were erected throughout the United States.  Before the term ‘senior center’ was used, folks would be gathering in churches, people’s homes, meeting rooms, libraries, or would often be situated in shared rooms with other town departments. 
Many Centers are still situated in community buildings, but most have designated space they can call their own.  This positive change is the result of advocacy efforts by older adults and other groups, leaders and individuals within communities who understand the importance and benefit of Senior Centers. All communities are unique and seniors in each community have unique needs.  Senior Centers provide services to meet their constituents’ particular needs. 
Just as schools were set up as places for young people to learn, develop and grow, Senior Centers are treated much the same way and much of the learning and development is self-directed.  Though community and worldly events may be much out of their control, older adults who utilize their Senior Centers have the ability to suggest, partake in and even run some of the programming.  
Senior centers offer a variety of programs to serve many needs of older adults including health programs, meals, recreation, socializing, and financial assistance. Many programs, including congregate meals, are seen as an essential service because dining offers health /nutrition benefits, as well as opportunities to socialize.  People are able to come together and spend time with others their own age who understand what they’re going through.  There is support in shared experiences and there is always someone to turn to who knows what it’s like to be an older adult. 
America’s aging population is becoming more diverse; researchers suggest that centers must provide higher quality programming, programs for ethnically diverse members, more programs for educated seniors, and more programs for physically active seniors.  According to Beatty: “Senior Centers offer programming that focuses on the continuing contributions and involvement of older adults, while also providing resources for health, wellness and nutrition” (2010).
Senior Centers offer: outreach, advocacy, resources and referrals, counseling, social services support, recreational programming including classes such as: exercise, art, history, outdoor adventure, etc., health and wellness workshops and clinics such as: blood pressure, foot care, skin and hearing screenings, balance assessments; informational and educational presentations on a variety of topics from estate planning to maintaining cognitive function; nutritional support like the Community Cafes and collaboration with food banks; support for caregivers and promotion of civic engagement through employment assistance and volunteer opportunities.
According to the National Council on Aging (2008), Civic engagement is one of the emerging strategies for utilizing the skills and assets of the 55+ population to meet important community needs.  Gone are the days of only using volunteers to stuff envelopes and make phone calls; now they’re being utilized for their strengths and skills to manage and run programs, set up and teach classes, and coordinate events.  Civic engagement empowers the older adult to stay connected and involved, improving self-worth and promoting investment in their community.
As social workers, we see the value in senior centers.  We see people coming together to make the most out of each day, sharing experiences and surviving and thriving, no matter what is going on around them.  They have continued to engage in their neighborhood and community through programs, events and volunteerism. They exhibit their strength, their spirit and their humor through participation and support of one another.  We see caring, compassion, trust, and honesty, a willingness to give and to be involved.  
As we celebrate Senior Center Month this September, we are reminded of this year’s theme “Senior Centers: Your Place to Connect” and know that older adults are celebrating connections everyday at their place called a senior center.     
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