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Abstract

Three student learners in a doctoral physical therapy program completed a service-based
learning project dedicated to reducing falls in the elderly. The program, called Stepping On, is a
fall prevention initiative supported by the Wisconsin Institute for Healthy Aging (WIHA) whose
goal is to identify risk factors for falls in the older population and provide exercises and
recommendations to reduce falls. The eleven volunteer participants in this student learners’
Stepping On program completed online fall prevention classes and provided feedback at the
completion of the program. Participants reported being more conscientious while walking and

noted improved balance and flexibility.
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Introduction

Older adults generally have more underlying health conditions compared to their
younger counterparts, so sustaining a fall can have devastating consequences in this group.
Unintentional falls are the leading cause of both fatal and nonfatal injuries among adults aged 65
and older (Houry et al., 2016). In addition to the physical trauma, falls can leave older adults
with feelings of insecurity and even hopelessness (Clemson et al. 2004). With approximately
10,000 Americans turning 65 each day, falls are of critical concern to the United States and its
aging population (CDC, 2020). The CDC estimates that the incidence of falls in the US will
increase from 36 million in 2018 to 73 million by the year 2030 (CDC, 2020). The cost of these
falls for Americans is an astounding $50 billion each year, according to the CDC (CDC, 2020).
Despite devastating effects on the older population and the high cost to the US, many states are

ill-prepared to make a difference in these concerning statistics.

According to the United States 2021 census, Nevada is home to about 500,000 adults
aged 65 and older (US Census Bureau, 2021). The CDC estimates about one in four older adults
will fall each year, which is expected to cost the state nearly $300,000,000 (CDC, 2020). There
is a clear need for older adults in Nevada to have access to fall prevention resources. The
National Council on Aging website lists many viable evidence-based fall prevention programs
for states to employ (National Council on Aging, 2022). One accessible to Nevadans is the

Stepping On Fall Prevention Program (Wisconsin Institute for Healthy Aging, 2020).

Stepping On is an exercise-based fall prevention program designed to reduce falls in
older adults and has been shown to reduce falls by 31% (Clemson et al. 2004). In addition to

providing functional exercises, the program is designed to facilitate participant discussions



regarding fall prevention techniques including supportive and well-fitting footwear, medications'

effect on balance, and identifying the fall risk factors in each participant.



Purpose

The service-learning project’s (SLP) primary goal was providing older adults with the
knowledge, resources, and exercises to reduce falls. The SLP also provided educational and
professional development opportunities for student learners, as well as an opportunity to give

back to the community.



Methods

Three student learners enrolled in a doctorate of physical therapy program in Las Vegas,
Nevada completed a service-learning project by implementing the Stepping On program.
Because in-person gatherings could pose a health hazard to the participants due to the COVID
pandemic at the time, a virtual format of Stepping On was utilized. The success of the program
was measured through attendance and participant feedback at the completion of the program.
Self-reflections were completed by the student learners throughout the project to ensure goals

were being met and to continually evaluate the quality of their program.

Stepping On Program

Stepping On consists of a two-hour session each week for seven weeks. Each session has
an educational portion in which participants are guided through weekly topics taught by the
student learners and/or guest experts, followed by an exercise session focusing on skills to
reduce falls. Each session also contains group discussions. Week 1 includes introductions and
sharing fall and near-fall experiences; week 2 reviews the barriers and benefits of exercise; week
3 covers when to modify or upgrade your exercises, as well as how to identify hazards in the
home; week 4 discusses appropriately fitting footwear with adequate traction and avoiding long
clothing that could cause a trip and fall, and has an optometrist discussing the role of visual
impairments in falls; week 5 reviews medications that may increase the risk of falls, bone health
and sleeping better; week 6 covers how weather conditions could lead to falls; lastly, week 7
reviews the key educational points and skills learned during the exercise portion. Participants
were given homework assignments at the end of each session that provided reinforcement of

strategies learned in class, as well as balance and strength exercises. Three months after



completion of the Stepping On program, the participants underwent a final session to discuss

achievements, barriers, and how to continue best practices.

Student learners began the project by completing a one-hour virtual training program
offered by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, called Stopping Elderly Accidents,
Deaths, & Injuries (STEADI) toolkit. This training provides tools and resources for health care
providers on how to help prevent falls and help keep their patients active and healthy. The skills
learned in this training were used during the recruitment phase of the project to help identify
older adults that would benefit from participating in the Stepping On course. Student learners
then completed the virtual Stepping On leader training, which consisted of 22 hours with a
master trainer from WIHA, learning facilitating techniques, and course content. Student learners

were trained on how to teach the Stepping On program and how to identify potential candidates.

Participants were recruited in one of two ways - they were either already known to the
student learners, or they were recruited through collaboration with a group dedicated to reducing
falls in Nevada called the Nevada Goes Falls Free Coalition during an in-person fall risk
screening. The screenings were performed at UNLV’s occupational therapy training center
during National Falls Prevention week in September 2021. Each screening consisted of the Stay
Independent Questionnaire (Rubenstein et al. 2011) and 3 functional measures: Timed Up and
Go (TUG) (Podsiadlo et al. 1991), 30-second chair stand (McCarthy et al. 2004), and the 4-stage
balance (Bishop et al.2013). The Stay Independent Questionnaire is a series of twelve fall related
questions that assess one's fall risk. A score of four or greater indicates a concerning risk for
falls. The TUG measures the time required for the individual to stand up from a chair, walk ten
feet in a straight line, then return to their seat. Taking longer than twenty seconds to complete

this task is considered to indicate a fall risk. The 30-second chair stand assesses how many times
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an individual can rise and return to a seated position in 30 seconds. Cut off scores for this vary
based on the participants age and gender. For example, men between the ages of 65-70 who
completed fewer than 12 sit-to-stands in 30 seconds would indicate they are at an increased risk
for falls. The four-stage balance test evaluates an individual’s ability to hold four progressively
more challenging positions. The stances in order of increasing difficulty are standing with feet
side by side as close together as possible, semi tandem stance, tandem stance, and single leg
stance. The participant must be able to hold the stance for at least ten seconds in order to
progress to the next stance. If an older adult is unable to hold the tandem stance for at least ten
seconds, they are considered to be at an increased risk for falls. In addition to the fall risk
screening, participants were evaluated for cognitive deficits with the Mini-Cog exam (Mini-
Cog©, 2022). The Mini-Cog is a screening tool designed to detect cognitive impairments in
older adults. The assessment takes approximately three minutes and includes a 3-item recall
portion, in which an individual is given three words at the start of the exam that they will later be
asked to recall. The participant receives one point for each recalled word. The second component
of the assessment asks the individual to draw a clock demonstrating a specific time. One point is
given for placing all of the numbers on the clock correctly, and another point is given if they
place the hands on the clock to indicate the correct time. A total score of less than four can be
indicative of cognitive impairment. Participants who demonstrated a heightened fall risk as
determined by the TUG, 30 - second chair stand, and the 4 - stage balance test and who did not
have a cognitive impairment based on the Mini-Cog met Stepping On’s inclusion criteria

outlined by the WIHA and were recruited for the Stepping On program.

Prior to starting the program, each participant met via Zoom, (Zoom Video

Communication, Inc. 55 Almaden Boulevard, 6" Floor, San Jose, California 95113) with student



learners to ensure that they understood the risks and process of participating, and to ensure their
full consent. During that meeting, the student learners also recommended that participants with a
Stay Independent questionnaire score of 6 or greater had standby assistance during the exercises.
The student learners discussed with the participants they would need access to a working
webcam and computer. Also, the participants were informed that there would be a student
learner available virtually to assist them during all the sessions should any technical issues arise.
After the meeting, a set of adjustable ankle weights, Stepping On manual, and a webcam (if they
did not have access to a webcam) were delivered to each participant (in person by the student

learners, other than one participant whose supplies were mailed).

Attendance was taken each session to monitor retention within the program. Participants
were encouraged to attend every meeting and were incentivized with a $20 gift card at the end of
the program if they had one or fewer absences. Email reminders were sent each week in an effort

to retain participants and to remind them about homework due at the beginning of next class.

All sessions were recorded via Zoom for quality improvement purposes. Student learners
reviewed the recordings to re-assess the quality of the lecture and to obtain verbatim feedback
from the participants. Participants had been asked questions such as “What have you taken away
from the Stepping On program?”, “What are you going to change because of the Stepping On
program?”’, and “What are some strategies that you may implement in your lives to reduce the

risk of falling?”

The student learners used self-reflections throughout the SLP to review the quality of the
program and to facilitate personal and professional growth. These self-reflections were

performed at the completion of several milestones (STEADI training, Stepping On training,



recruitment of participants, screening sessions, first class and the seventh week program, and
after the 3-month follow-up class). In each self-reflection, the student learners determined
whether the methods used were in alignment with the core values established by the American
Physical Therapy Association (APTA) and the UNLV Graduate College’s guiding principles.
The APTA’s core values are accountability, altruism, collaboration, compassion and caring,
duty, excellence, inclusion, integrity, and social responsibility (APTA, 2021) and the UNLV
Graduate College’s guiding principles are excellence, equity, diversity, opportunity, and impact

(UNLV, 2022).

Measuring Success

Student learners measured the success of the Stepping On program in multiple ways -
attendance (as a means of objectively measuring whether the participants felt the program was
worthwhile), participant feedback, and self-reflections with emphasis on whether the sessions
demonstrated APTA’s and UNLV’s core values. After the seventh session and 3-month follow
up session, participants were asked for their feedback on the program, including if the
participants had benefited from the course, how so, and if they had implemented changes to
reduce falls. The student learners reflected on any improvements to the course that could be

made and incorporated them as the program progressed.



Outcomes

The Service-Learning Project’s (SLP) primary goal (providing older adults with the
knowledge, resources, and exercises to reduce falls) was measured through participants’
attendance as well as feedback. The student learners were aiming to have 15 participants in the
program but much fewer were recruited by the fall risk screening event (only eight were
recruited through the fall screening event). After contacting friends and family who could
benefit from the program, the number of participants increased to eleven. Attendance was taken
each session (Figure 1) as a means to objectively determine whether the participants felt the
program was worthwhile. Attendance in the student learners’ Stepping On program was higher
than average for national Stepping On programs (only one participant in this student learners’

program missed more than one session, and that participant missed only two sessions).



Figure 1.

Participant Attendance
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1or
less

The participants provided only positive feedback at the end of the program. Participants
had been asked what they learned and what changes they had made as a result of the program.
One goal of the program was to make the participants feel safer and more confident when
walking. One participant said, “I used to just jump up and go ahead and do what I have always
done, whereas now I take off more slowly from a chair, and I find that I am doing better.”

Another participant commented, “I pick up my dog’s toys at night now, because many times I'm
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up early in the morning, and now I don't have that tripping hazard.” Although participants did
not specifically state they felt safer as a result of the program, their comments about being more
aware of fall risks and making adjustments to reduce falls would seem to increase safety while

walking.

Several participants noted improved balance or flexibility as a result of the exercises
provided in the program. One participant commented, “My balance has improved a lot. When
we did that fall screening, I wasn’t able to stand heel to toe, even for a second or two, and that is
much improved now. I don’t need as much tweaking of the muscles to stand still.” Another
participant had stated, “Even with my scoliosis and kyphosis I am able to reach a little bit higher

'5,

than at the beginning of the program. It's great

Participants said they found the resources provided by the program helpful. One
participant said “I didn’t realize that medication could be a reason for my falls until we learned
about it with the pharmacist. So, I decided to contact her program in Reno and have them look at
my medications to see if that could be my problem.” Another participant mentioned “I love that
you gave us this log and basic things to do, because we look it up on the internet and there are
thousands of classes to join, and I never know what is actually going to help.” Another
participant commented, “[Stepping On] helped connect me to enough resources that I can find

many of the answers out myself.”

The student learners faced several logistical obstacles during the course of the program.
Perhaps the most notable was the online format of the program. With the online format arose
barriers not encountered in the traditional in-person Stepping On program. The largest of these

barriers was that all participants would need a computer with adequate internet speed and the
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confidence to do the program virtually. Census estimates show that 90% of Nevada residents
own a computer, and more than 80% have access to high-speed internet. To help relieve
technical insecurities in the participants, a student learner was available during all the sessions to
help the participants with any technical issues they encountered. A separate meeting was also
conducted with the participants to review what equipment they would need and the process of
the online course. A Zoom software was also purchased as opposed to using a free version
because it was felt by the student learners that the software program would be more user friendly
for the participants. Lastly, webcams were not only provided to those participants who could not
access or afford one, but they were dropped off directly at the participants’ houses by the student
learners to eliminate any barriers to accessing them, such as lack of transportation or concerns
about COVID-19 by leaving the house.

There were a few other limitations to the program and evaluation of its success. The
sample size was small and was smaller than the goal despite efforts to recruit more participants.
There were small incentives given for attendance, as well as email reminders sent each week.
Also, three participants personally knew a student learner, which could in theory affect the

feedback they provided.

Reflections
The student learners journaled several times throughout the program to ensure growth in
the values set out from the APTA and the UNLV Graduate College (Figure 2). The values have
been chosen by the professional organization and the university because they have been shown to
be key qualities of success. The APTA and UNLYV core values are reviewed below, along with a
discussion of how the student learners applied each value to the Stepping On service-learning

project in order to achieve personal and professional growth.
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Figure 2.
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Accountability

The APTA defines accountability as “active acceptance of the responsibility for the
diverse roles, obligations, and actions of the physical therapist and physical therapist assistant
including self-regulation and other behaviors that positively influence patient and client
outcomes, the profession, and the health needs of society” (APTA, 2021). The student learners
noted significant growth in this area as the program progressed. Through self-reflections it was
discovered that earlier in the program, not enough time for preparation of the sessions was being
used, and that the quality of the early sessions was suffering. Therefore, the student learners

prioritized session preparation and dedicated significantly more time in this area. As they did,
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they observed marked improvement in the quality of the sessions. This served as an important
reminder to the student learners that in order to make a difference and potentially improve the
quality of their patients' lives, they need to dedicate sufficient time and energy to the cause, and

that when they do not do so their patients' outcomes and health may suffer.

Altruism

Altruism is defined as “the primary regard for or devotion to the interest of patients and
clients, thus assuming the responsibility of placing the needs of patients and clients ahead of the
physical therapist’s or physical therapist assistant’s self-interest” (APTA, 2021). The Stepping
On program was a large undertaking for the student learners. They dedicated significant time to
the program, oftentimes in the evening or on weekends when they would otherwise be spending
time with their families or pursuing other activities they find meaningful or that contribute to
their wellness. The program was a priority to them not just for their education but because they
understand and frequently see first-hand the implications of falls (many of which could have
been prevented) have on this vulnerable population. They therefore dedicated significant time
towards the program as they felt it was in the interest of the participants and community,

oftentimes making personal sacrifices to do so.

Collaboration

Collaboration is defined as “working together with patients and clients, families,
communities, and professionals in health and other fields to achieve shared goals” (APTA,
2021). The student learners collaborated with an ophthalmologist, pharmacist, and police
officer during this project. An ophthalmologist provided insights on types of visual impairments
that increase one’s fall risk and the importance of regular vision screenings so patients are aware

14



if they have visual impairments that could increase their risk of falls. A pharmacist provided a
phone number for participants to call to speak to a pharmacist who can review their medication
list and discuss with them if their medications increase their risk of falls and provide counseling.
A police officer gave examples of situations out in the community that increase one’s risk of
falls, such as walking in parking lots, crosswalks, or walking at nighttime. Multidisciplinary
collaboration with this group allowed the student learners to provide practical information and

resources they had previously been unaware of.

Compassion and Caring

Compassion is “the desire to identify with, or sense something of, another’s experience; a
precursor of caring” (APTA, 2022), whereas caring is, “the concern, empathy, and consideration
for the needs and values of others” (APTA, 2022). Self-reflections showed that this was one of
the strengths of the student learners. All the student learners had commented in their reflections
that one reason they went into this profession was because they genuinely care for others and feel
a desire to improve others’ lives. Each had intentionally chosen a service-learning project that
involved working with people because it aligned with this value. Even so, some growth in this
field was noted as the program progressed because the students connected with the participants

on a deeper level through hearing their recounts of falling and their concerns about future falls.

Duty

Duty is defined as, “the commitment to meeting one’s obligations to provide effective
physical therapist services to patients and clients, to serve the profession, and to positively
influence the health of society” (APTA, 2021). Many people have been affected by falls, either
by falling themselves or through a loved one falling. One student learner’s spouse had lost her

15



grandmother days after a fall due to complications from the fall. Another student learner’s
mother was one of the participants in the program because she was suffering frequent falls and
was worried about becoming disabled from a fall. Like many, the student learners felt a duty to
not just their loved ones but to the community to prevent falls. The student learners wanted to
educate the vulnerable about fall risks and evidence-based fall prevention strategies. This sense
of duty grew stronger as the program progressed because the student learners heard directly from
participants their concerns about having complications from falls and the implications it would

have on them and their families.

Excellence

Excellence, as defined by the APTA, is using “current knowledge and skills while
understanding personal limits, integrating the patient or client perspective, embracing
advancement, and challenging mediocrity” (APTA, 2021). All three student learners noted
significant improvement in this area as the program progressed. WIHA was reviewing the
recordings of the sessions by the student learners to monitor their quality and noted concerns in
the early sessions. They expressed concerns about the flow and transitions in the earlier
programs. The student learners therefore dedicated significantly more time to making sure the
presentations had smooth transitions between topics. One critical component to ensuring better
flow was improving the collaboration between the student learners. They realized early on they
had been delegating responsibilities but not spending enough time coordinating with one another
to make a cohesive presentation. Once this was brought to their attention it became a priority. In
later sessions both the student learners and WIHA noted significant improvements and WIHA

was satisfied with the later sessions.
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Inclusion

Inclusion occurs “when the physical therapist and physical therapist assistant create a
welcoming and equitable environment for all. Physical therapists and physical therapist assistants
are inclusive when they commit to providing a safe space, elevating diverse and minority voices,
acknowledging personal biases that may impact patient care, and taking a position of anti-
discrimination” (APTA, 2021). Self-reflections by the student learners revealed concerns that
the group of participants was predominantly Caucasian and therefore not an accurate
representation of the Las Vegas community. Most people at the fall screening were Caucasian,
which made the participants in the Stepping On program mostly Caucasian. While recruitment
for the fall screening was done by another organization, the student learners learned if they host
such events in the future, they need to be conscientious about advertising in a way that more
accurately represents the diverse Las Vegas population. Future Stepping On groups would

benefit from having more backgrounds represented.

Integrity

Integrity means “‘steadfast adherence to high ethical principles or standards, being
truthful, ensuring fairness, following through on commitments, and verbalizing to others the
rationale for actions” (APTA, 2022). This was a relative strength even early on for the student
learners. When it was brought to their attention that WIHA had concerns about the quality and
flow of early sessions, the student learners quickly made changes in order to correct this.
Significantly more time was dedicated to the project and collaborating within the group was
made a high priority because it was apparent these would be necessary to deliver high-quality

presentations.
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Social Responsibility

Social responsibility is, “the promotion of a mutual trust between the profession and the
larger public that necessitates responding to societal needs for health and wellness” (APTA,
2021). Given the statistics regarding falls (as stated in the introduction), there is a clear need for
fall prevention strategies. The Stepping On program delivered by the student learners sought to
provide free and accessible resources to the aging population of Las Vegas. All three student
learners had noted in their reflections the global as well as local need for such services. Care
was taken by the student learners to ensure that the program was as effective and accessible as
possible (such as providing webcams and technical support to participants). It was also a priority
for student learners to remain professional and to inspire participants to become involved in other

physical therapy programs that they could benefit from.

Equity

Equity is defined as “the policy or practice of accounting for the differences in each
individual’s starting point when pursuing a goal or achievement, and working to remove barriers
to equal opportunity, as by providing support based on the unique needs of individual students or
employees” (Merriam-Webster,2018). The Stepping On program is typically done in person at a
community center or other similar location. Because the student learners’ Stepping On program
occurred during the COVID-19 pandemic, the program was run virtually. As noted earlier in the
paper, having the program virtually did pose potential barriers. With the older population
participating, one concern was that some people may not participate due to issues with
technology. Specifically, some potential participants may not have access to a computer with

fast internet. Although the Stepping On program could not purchase computers or internet
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programs for these potential participants, it was able to budget to provide webcams for those
participants who did not have one. There was also a student learner available during all the
sessions to help the participants with any technical issues that arose during the program. The
students also offered to go to the homes of participants to help set up the webcam and the Zoom
software. One of the student learners also purchased a Zoom software license instead of using the
free version, in order to provide a better experience for the participant. Although there is no
way to remove all barriers to accessing the program, thoughtful consideration was given in order

to remove as many barriers as feasible.

Diversity

With diversity in mind, the student learners defined diversity as “the inclusion of
individuals representing more than one national origin, color, religion, socioeconomic stratum,
sexual orientation” (Merriam-Webster, 2020). As discussed earlier in the section on inclusion,
the student learners discovered during their self-reflections that the participant pool in their
program was not an accurate representation of the diverse backgrounds in Las Vegas. Strategies
to prevent this in the future were contemplated, including advertising the program in multiple
locations. The student learners also believed it is important to include participants of all
socioeconomic backgrounds. For this reason, webcams were provided free to participants who
could not afford one or easily access one. Participants were also encouraged to think about
whether there is a computer outside their home they would be able to use so that they could

participate in the program, such as at a relatives’ house.
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Opportunity

Dictionairy.com defines opportunity as “a situation or condition favorable for attainment
of a goal.” The student learners had all in one way been affected by the fall of a loved one. The
Stepping On program provided the opportunity for them to apply something they are passionate
about in order to benefit their community. They used their knowledge from school, collaboration
with one another as well as others outside of physical therapy, and feedback from WIHA to
make a program that was both meaningful to them as well as impactful for the community. As
described above, they demonstrated significant growth in particular areas/values as a result of

their self-reflections, which should serve them in their careers as professionals in healthcare.

Impact

Impact can be defined as “the force exerted by a new idea, concept, technology, or
ideology” (Merriam-Webster,2021). The Stepping On program benefited the participants as well
as the student learners. The participants stated in their evaluation of the program that they found
the resources provided particularly helpful. One participant had used a resource provided to
speak with a pharmacist and have his medications reviewed to see if any were increasing his fall
risk. Another participant said she was overwhelmed by the plethora of information online and
found the concise and simple information provided by the program helpful. Based on comments
by the participants during the discussions, it was clear they had understood and retained most of
the information taught in the program. The student learners also discovered they had developed

more mature presentation and speaking skills based on their feedback from WIHA.

20



Participant Perceptions

The second measure of success for this program was through participant feedback
obtained in the seventh and 3 month follow up sessions. Participants had been asked what they
learned and what changes they had made as a result of the program. Many stated they were more
aware of fall risks in their surroundings and made appropriate adjustments. Several participants
had noted improved balance or flexibility as a result of the exercises. Participants found the
resources provided by the program helpful, especially the phone number for a pharmacist who

can review their medications and discuss which may increase risk of falls and why.

Participants indicated they found the virtual format of the program beneficial and
practical. One participant said, “I think it makes the access to the program easier because you
don’t have to leave your home, especially if you're having issues walking. In some places it can
be quite a trip just getting in the building. So, I really appreciate the option of having it online.”
Another remarked, “For me it is nice because I don’t have to drive anywhere or find someone to
take me.” Another stated, “For me, doing this thing remotely, I don’t think we have lost
anything in translation, I don’t know if I would feel any more progress if we were sitting in the
same room instead of doing this online.” One participant said, “I really appreciate the option of
having it online. I always think there should be that option.” None of the participants had
negative comments about the program being online. The student learners asked the participants
if any would have preferred the program be delivered in-person or felt like the online format was

restricting. All the participants said no and stated that they preferred the virtual method.
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Conclusion

The primary objective of the service-based learning project was to equip older adults with
the knowledge, resources, and exercises to reduce their falls. This goal was measured through
participant attendance and feedback. The attendance for the student learners’ Stepping On
program was higher than the average for this program nationwide, with only one of the eleven
participants missing more than one section. The participants provided only positive feedback,
stating they were more aware of their fall risk factors, had implemented changes to reduce falls,
had improved balance and flexibility, and found the resources provided helpful.

The secondary goal was to provide the student learners with professional development
and an opportunity to give back to the community. While growth was noted in several areas by
the student learners, the most notable was in collaboration. The feedback from WIHA as well as
their self-reflection allowed the student learners to grow in several areas, while providing a

meaningful and beneficial program for the community.
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Evaluated and treated patients in rural/underserved outpatient setting. On average [ would see 7
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would journal to reflect on the experience thus far. Facilitated 7 classes over a course of 7 weeks,
to reduce the fall risk of Nevada residents.
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August 2021- STEADI training

August 2020 - Blood pathogen safety
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