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Young at heart: Elders and children make a powerful combination
By Kate Battenfeld
Friday, October 21, 2005

It seems a simple and logical idea to assume that older generations have much to offer our children, and yet, in many American communities, there is very little interaction between old and young. However, maintaining connections with older adults is vital to understanding our present and future society, and can also give children an awareness of shared experiences, cultural stereotypes, and issues relating to ageism. 

A number of organizations in the Boston area are working to build positive and long-lasting connections between elders and children by offering intergenerational programs that involve a wide range of activities. 

     

One group that is meeting with great success is the Family Folk Chorale, an intergenerational chorus whose members age in range from preschoolers to seniors in their '80's. The Family Folk Chorale was founded in 1999 with the belief that everyone can sing and that people of all ages singing together is powerful music. 

"I think where it actually came together artistically was with an elderly student I was teaching privately for guitar," says Chris Eastburn who directs the chorus. "I asked her if she would start singing a little when she was playing, and there was something about her voice that I found incredible....Her age was reflected in her voice, and I found it to be a beautiful sound. I think in a certain way, it was this moment that crystallized what I wanted the Family Folk Chorale to be all about." 

     

Significant research, such as the 'Mozart Effect,' supports the theory that actively participating in musical activities can have a positive impact on people's overall well-being and cognitive function. When one factors in the actual physiological benefits of music for elders with the overall benefits that can be achieved by collaborations between elders and children, the importance of intergenerational groups like the Family Folk Chorale becomes clear. 

"It's [the Chorale] almost a subconscious learning experience for kids - these are people that are doing something actively, through music," comments Eastburn. "They are performing, and they are essentially colleagues, though separated by seventy years." 

     

Sara Wyse-Wenger is an early childhood music educator who offers "Kindermusik with Seniors" at Harborside Healthcare in Wakefield. The classes at Harborside bring babies and toddlers together with seniors, many of whom are living with dementia and Alzheimer's. Although many of the elders who come to the classes are confined to wheelchairs, they still participate in the class, moving to the music, tapping out rhythm with egg shakers, and cooing and smiling at the children as their moms hold them up and out towards the elders. 

"I love to see how the seniors light up, and talk and smile," says Anne-Marie who has been attending these classes with her kids for three years. "My mother-in-law had Alzheimer's....and when I visited the retirement home without my kids, the residents seemed more withdrawn, less willing to engage. But with kids, everyone smiles, and it's a more hopeful environment." 

     

Utilizing the schools is also an important way to build connections and partnerships between elders in the community and children. At Generations Incorporated in Boston, (www.generationsinc.org) older adults are given extensive training to work with children in the public schools to promote literacy. In affiliation with Experience Corps, Generations Inc. has developed a strong, structured program that brings seniors into the elementary schools to work with students in one-on-one relationships. Executive Director Mary Gunn works with a large staff that train and oversee over 300 senior volunteers in the Boston area. 

     

"We have some very strong, structured programs that we work with," says Gunn. "It's not just older adults sitting down and reading with a kid; it's a real curriculum that has very strong outcomes, and we can demonstrate the impact that it's making on the kids. It encourages discussion, storytelling, and writing, and the children and their mentors are able to talk about what they've read and relate it to their lives." 

     

While the benefits of literacy programs are vitally important, Gunn also recognizes that the relationships between the elders and the children is what makes Generations, Inc. and other intergenerational organizations so important to the lives of both seniors and children. 

     

"Our number one goal is building relationships," Gunn emphasizes. "What's really important to us are the intergenerational relationships..... The older adults tell us all the time that they get more out of it than they put into it. We hear all the time things like, 'this is what gets me out of bed in the morning....' They're not isolated, and they're making a very important contribution to society. They just fall in love with the kids, and it gives them a real connection to the community, the kids, and the schools." 

     
Additional Resources: 
Multi-Generational Innovations Network: Promotes quality intergenerational activities through education, advocacy, training, and development activities. 59 Temple Place, Suite 200, Boston. 617-423-0401. 

     


Intergenerational Fun 

The Family Folk Chorale's next concert features "Deep Community: Intergenerational Adventures in the Modern Folk Underground" on Sunday, November 20, at The Regent Theatre, 7 Medford St., Arlington Center. For information, visit www.familyfolkchorale.org 

     

Kindermusik with Seniors: Classes available in Wakefield, Arlington, and Lexington. Contact Sara Wyse-Wenger at the School of Creative Arts. 781-454-6310. 

     

Visit the Zoo: Bring a grand "friend" to Franklin Park Zoo in Boston or Stone Zoo in Stoneham and enjoy senior discounts every day. For more information, visit www.zoonewengland.org. 

Kinship Day: The second Sunday of the run of a production is always Kinship Day at Wheelock Family Theatre in Boston. Young audience members can bring a grandparent or grand "friend" for free to the 3 p.m. performance. November 6: Lord of the Flies, February 12: Sara Crewe: A Little Princess, April 16: Charlie and the Chocolate Factory. For more information, call 617-879-2300 or visit www.wheelock.edu 

     
Kate Battenfeld is a writer, educator, and musician and the owner of Joyful Music, featuring Music Together(r) for Lexington and Winchester. She can be reached at katbat@joyfulmusic.com.
