Forever Friends
functions as an inte-
gral part of a holistic
model of classroom
instruction. The reg-
ular instructional
program is followed,
with the teacher
identifying activities
in which children
and elders might
jointly participate.

A second grader
gets a hug from two
new friends at the
program'’s very first
meeting.

Kids and Elders:
Forever Friends

Presenting a program that spans a generation gap and
proves you're never too old — or too young — to learn

BY MARY ELLEN DALLMAN
AND SHARON POWER

For the past nine years, the Forever Friends
program has linked one classroom of second
graders at Hillside School in Brookfield,
Wisconsin, with about 25 residents of St.
John’s Tower, an independent living retire-
ment facility for elders in downtown Mil-
waukee.

Forever Friends began as an opportunity
for the children to form friendships with
healthy elders and in so doing, to dispel the
myth that all old people are frail and in
nursing homes.

Learning opportunities. Second graders
and elders are given opportunities to work
together as members of the whole group,
cooperative groups and partnerships, as
well as individually. Themes vary each year
to meet the needs and interest of each new
group of children. But regardless of the

topic, both children and elders learn about
the topic together and indirectly learn to
know each other.

After initial preparation in the classroom,
the children meet with their elder friends
approximately once a month, with letters
and phone calls exchanged in between. The
elders participate in selected classroom ac-
tivities, accompany the children on field
trips, participate in musical programs and
join in many creative writing projects.

“What Is Old?” To prepare the second
graders for meeting their new friends, vari-
ous activities are presented in the class-
room. The first is a brainstorming session
called “What Is O1d?”

The children are asked to tell what words
come to mind when asked the question,
“What is old?” The words are listed as they
are given, without comment, on a large
piece of chart paper. The descriptors are
usually all negative — sick, dying, slow,
wrinkly, worn out, tired, in nursing homes,
canes, grouchy, and so on.

After each child has had an opportunity
to contribute, the list is read orally. The dis-
cussion is ended by mentioning casually,
“Santa Claus is old and these words don't
seem to describe him very well. It makes
me wonder...”

The final segment of this activity is a read-
aloud of Karen Ackerman’s Song and
Dance Man (Knopf, 1988). The main char-
acter in this award-winning story is an ac-

OCTOBER 1996 « Teachino &8






