
December  2024 - WAPR E-Bulletin108

WAPR BULLETIN Nº 53								      

Introduction

Most societies and cultures view aging from a negative lens except for a few that see growing older as 

a neutral or minimally positive experience.  At the same time, many cultures agree that aging comes with an 

increase in general knowledge, wisdom and respect.  Yet for individuals who live with serious mental health 

conditions, aging is often a brutal and negative experience.  The experiences and consequences of living with 

serious mental health conditions increase the risks of other significant physical health conditions and dying 

earlier.  Cognitive decline can be accelerated and many experience a very poor quality of life in relation to 

their financial security, social connections, family relationships and sense of belonging in communities.  The 

Center for Psychiatric Rehabilitation in Boston, Massachusetts, is a federally funded research, training, and 

services center whose mission is to conduct innovate research, develop new knowledge and interventions for 

providers and programs, and provide comprehensive recovery-oriented services to assist people to thrive in 

their valued roles.

The Center received a large federal grant from the National Institute of Disability, Independent Living, 

and Rehabilitation Research in 2023 to examine and understand the intersection of aging and serious mental 

health conditions from personal, programmatic and policy levels.  This article describes two innovative adult 

education courses offered at the Center to aging adults who live with serious mental health conditions to 

empower them to re-imagine aging in such a way that they inform programs, providers, and policies to view 

their experiences as sources of wisdom, as well as opportunities for learning and thriving in recovery.  

A poem written by Veronica Shoffstall (1971), “Comes the Dawn”, beautifully reflects the recovery 

process, especially in the last few stanza’s “Instead of waiting for someone to bring you flowers, you learn you can 

really endure…. that you are strong, and you really do have worth.  And you learn and learn.  With every goodbye 

you learn.”  This poem underscores the mission and values of the recovery education services offered at The 

Center for Psychiatric Rehabilitation at Boston University since 1998.   At its core, the Recovery Education 

program’s foundation are the values of personhood, empowerment, and self-determination.  The Recovery 
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Education (https://cpr.bu.edu/wellness-and-recovery-services/recovery-education-programs/) is located on 

and draws inspiration from  Boston University’s campus.  Each of the courses center on one of 8 wellness 

domains (emotional, spiritual, financial, physical, intellectual, occupational, social and environmental).   

Offering recovery education using an adult education model on a university campus serves two interrelated 

goals.  First and foremost, it gives individuals an opportunity to learn about topics most often not covered in 

conventional psychosocial services and programs.  Adult learning theory emphasizes learner empowerment 

through critical reflection, skill building, and assists people to construct new meaning of their experiences 

from a recovery framework.  Second, it offers adults who live with serious mental health conditions to step 

into the valued roles of teacher and student.  Teachers in the Recovery Education program also have lived 

experience and provide mentoring and role modeling of thriving and recovery. The role of student instead of a 

client or patient role, shifts the person’s focus to building skills and supports for their wellness. This highlights 

their valued roles no matter their age and improves their functional health.  The Recovery Education program 

helps people to have transformative experiences that support individuals to live well in their communities.

Sharing our Experience

Since the global pandemic, The Recovery Education program has observed that its adult students 

(n=120) are primarily over 50 years of age (70%) and are experiencing many consequences of aging with a 

serious mental health condition.  Many students live in poverty, have serious physical issues that limit their 

mobility, are disconnected from family relationships and experience deep loneliness.  Despite these challenges, 

students are engaged in courses including yoga, poetry, cooking, healthy relationships, brain fitness, music, 

art, social media and spirituality courses.  In the last year, two new highly popular courses have evolved from 

the Center’s research and training grant on aging and psychiatric rehabilitation. Aging with Wisdom and Aging 

with Presence are two courses that are taught by peer facilitators in recovery for individuals who come to the 

center.  The course description for Aging with Presence, reads, “Aging with presence is not merely accepting the 

changes that are part of growing older, it is relishing and loving those changes”.  The course explores a range of 

skills that assist people to live in the present, to appreciate their lives, to engage in purposeful and meaningful 

activities and to live fully.  

The course description for Aging with Wisdom is introduced as follows: “We will seek to understand the 

connection between our physical, emotional, social, and spiritual lives, whether pleasurable or painful, to our 

thoughts, behaviors, and actions. This knowledge may provide powerful wisdom that can assist ourselves and 

others in Recovery”. In these classes, students are encouraged and supported to reflect on the benefits of the 

wisdom they have acquired through all their life experiences as well as the many skills to live in the moment 

https://cpr.bu.edu/wellness-and-recovery-services/recovery-education-programs/


December  2024 - WAPR E-Bulletin110

WAPR BULLETIN Nº 53								      
and thus be able to embrace aging to its fullest. Students describe their sources of wisdom and practice sharing 

some of what they feel has made them wise. Self-expression through photography, art, writing, and small 

group discussions are the main areas of focus in the Aging with Wisdom course, and skill exposure and skill 

building are used in the Aging with Presence course.  As a result, many students, through the work in these 

classes, discuss and document how they are reframing aging from a negative end of life experience to a process 

that is meaningful, transformative and still full of valued opportunities.  These classes utilize several questions, 

modalities, and skill strategies, week by week, to elucidate experiences, problems solutions and build skills.   

The Aging with Wisdom course begins with the question, “What is wisdom?” A vast array of types 

of wisdom are discussed, ranging from faith-based wisdom to philosophical, secular, practical, and wisdom 

gleaned from lesser discussed sources like animals and our environments. Other questions include: “What is 

“inner wealth” as opposed to “outer wealth”? What wisdom do I wish I had known”? The modalities include: 

1) Photovoice - photographing and writing narratives on their own “wisdom lessons”, 2) The work of Candy 

Chang on loss and our motivations for future action, fully developed in her project called “Before I Die”, during 

which the students express their personal hopes for their future achievement. Students speak of new ways to 

connect with others. Through these connections and an attitude of service, students identify feeling more 

gratitude and acceptance of themselves and people around them. 

Their responses to Before I Die include these:
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The Aging with Presence course is built upon a number of topics: Body Awareness, Breathing, Qigong 

Exercise, Reframing Our Outlook (Thinking Traps), Being Non-Judgmental, the experience of “Flow”, 

Photovoice, Compassion and Self-Expression through Art, Creative Writing and/or Digital Photography. Each 

class begins with a short body awareness exercise/meditation to bring the students fully into the space and 

present moment. This serves to ground the students and instructors and provides a good beginning for the 

work of class each day. Student engagement is the purpose of each of these classes and their contributions 

are rich with meaning, understanding and teachings for the other students and instructors as well. The class 

components are described below.

Body Awareness, Breathing and Qigong

This content comes from the Daoist tradition of Internal Arts and involves sitting, standing and moving 

exercises, all of which have a high degree of Body Awareness. These exercises require intense and simultaneously 

relaxed  participation and focus. The main Body Awareness exercise guides the students through their anatomy 

from the crown of the head to the soles of the feet in approximately 20 levels or stages over a period of 10 to 

20 minutes.  The Breathing is diaphragmatic with the air moving in and out through the nose.  The Qigong 

exercise is a much simplified version of a movement called, “Waving Hands Like Clouds”, and the students 
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are asked to follow instructions pertaining to their feet, knees, hips, shoulders, elbows, hands, neck and head. 

These skills are taught to expand people’s toolbox for coping with stress.

Reframing Our Outlook. This is a skill that is taught to assist students to avoid common thinking traps 

that cause distress as people age. People are taught common thinking traps and taught to challenge them with 

facts instead of emotions. In addition, active listening skills are taught to students as the ability to demonstrate 

compassion, respect others and respond with empathy creates and strengthens relationship bonds that are 

incredibly important to one’s health as we age.

Photovoice. Photovoice is a participatory health promotion strategy in which people use cameras to 

document their health and life realities. In learning photovoice, students are encouraged to be creative in their 

writing and photography about their aging process. Photovoice becomes a graceful method of engagement, 

research on what it means to age and involvement with other classmates. 

Compassion and Acceptance. Compassion and acceptance are themes that are brought to the aging 

class to support their recovery and discovery of what it means to age and grow at the same time. Didactic 

discussion of these themes and the challenges associated with them, are discussed in depth. The goal is to assist 

students to be more flexible and aspire to find balance in their lives.  

Self-Expression through Art. Painting, drawing, and collaging are taught as mindfulness practices. 

The students are in a shared space and have the opportunity to share their work and ideas and to partake in 

social conversation.  The art is an expression of their individuality and the socializing and expression of their 

togetherness and support.

Creative Writing and/or Digital Photography. Our approach to the use of these forms of expression is 

to follow each students’ interest in choosing how they want to express what aging means to each of them.  

What we are learning

Our older students who have had a diagnosis of a serious mental health condition for several decades, 

have often come to terms with their lives as being dominated by poverty, medication side-effects, chronic 

health issues, and many related appointments. These health issues and life experiences are often interrelated 

and become more complicated and serious as people age. This experience of poor overall health and the 

significant losses of valued roles, often provokes an emotional response, feelings of anger and hopelessness at 

being medicated and mis-medicated for so many years, dis-empowered by the system of care, and stigmatized 

by society, cultures and families.

Hopelessness and despair make powerful enemies. Despite this our older students frequently find hope, 

empathy, community and support within the program. This sense of community springs from the peer support 
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they receive from their classmates and facilitators.    People as they age, are still finding their voice, still setting 

goals, still seeking change that will help them heal and live as well as possible.  Recovery is not a solo act, but the 

collective wisdom they find in people their own age, makes for a more compelling and robust sense of recovery.  

Aging is reframed as an active, growth-oriented, wellness-oriented experience by the students through these 

courses in the Recovery Education program.

The Recovery Education program provides people with a sense of purpose and meaning that is equally 

important to their recovery at this phase in life.  The idea that aging must come with a loss of purpose and 

meaning, is rejected in this program.  Purpose and meaning continue to be critical to thriving while living as an 

older person with a serious mental health condition.  Purpose and meaning comes in many forms, but we are 

learning that holding space and the belief that one can age well in recovery is foundational. Below are several 

photovoice images and narrative about what aging means to the students in the Recovery Education program.

Sara Willig

Frankee Marsha Koocher
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Rosalyn Olick

Joshua Wozniak

Abigail Miller
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Rosalin Olick

Implications for recovery and aging

Aging is not a hopeless life event for people who live with serious mental health problems.  Hope is STILL 

essential and therefore, must be essential to those who create policies, and provide psychosocial rehabilitation 

and recovery services.  People continue to desire to grow and recover from the many devastating consequences 

of living with a serious mental health problem for so many years.  Connections, community and a sense of 

belonging are vital as a tool to defend against loneliness and build wellness.  Peer support and peer providers 

magnify the power of community as people age.   The impact of psychosocial programs that meet people where 

they are in their recovery and focus on building skills and support so they can continue to recover, is critical.  

Finally, what needs to happen is a focus on the experience of aging in psychosocial services that is 

centered on hope and wellness, instead of despair and illness.  People with serious mental health conditions 

want to move, to feel better and live as healthy as they can, while they age.  They crave a sense of purpose 

and meaning to be visible, to be seen and to be heard. They want to build friendships and be in a community 

that understands, inspires and challenges them to keep living as well as possible.  Our mission is to listen and 

change how we deliver psychosocial services and our policies to support recovery and aging at the same time.
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