
Jessica Dunbar

West Chester University 3E Institute

Student Teacher Educator 500-Fall 2011

Intergenerational Connections: “Senior Friends”
Project description:

What was the project?  Our “Senior Friends” project was based on intergenerational connections and relationships.  The students were placed in small, heterogeneous groups, and they were responsible for interviewing their senior friend. Prior to the seniors coming into the classroom, we had reviewed the objectives of an interview, how to be good listeners, and what it means to be polite when interviewing someone. I taught abbreviated lessons to prepare students for setting up the interview, reading to an audience, and taking notes while conducting an interview. We also reviewed the rubric I would use to assess each student. To begin the project, students wrote a friendly letter introducing themselves to their senior friend and asking for an interview. The letter included when and where the interview would take place and why they were excited as well as a request that their senior friend bring in pictures or small objects of importance.  

On Friday morning, November 4, students were very animated in their small groups, and were busy decorating table markers with their friend’s name. The seniors arrived—five from the Downingtown Area Senior Center and three relatives of students in the classroom—and students and seniors engaged in an icebreaker activity: they answered a question based on a colored pipe-cleaner they chose when entering the room. Then students began interviewing and filling out an activity comparison chart. Students took turns asking their questions and expanding on answers with each student listening intently to the captivating stories and taking copious notes. Many of the seniors further fascinated their small group of students by showing black and white pictures, some dating back to World War I; a rotary phone; authentic Japanese postcards; an antique bank coin dispenser; and vintage games. Following the interview, students read books with an autumn theme to their senior friend. 

To prepare for the second phase of the project, students created a PowerPoint slideshow to present to the class and the senior friends based on the interview they had conducted two weeks before. They also wrote a second friendly letter to their senior friend, in which they thanked them for the interview, asked if they would return on a specific date/time, and stated that they would be presenting a PowerPoint presentation, reading one of their writing pieces, and doing a holiday craft together. I presented a brief lesson on PowerPoint and what I expected in the presentation.  Afterwards, I had the groups meet to look over their interview notes and decide on the content of their slideshows. Over the next few days, students worked on their PowerPoint and chose the writing piece they wanted to read to their friend.  

After many anxious questions from students as to when the senior friends would be back, on Friday, November 18, the seniors returned to our classroom. Each group presented their PowerPoint to the entire class, and then students read some of their fall writing pieces. They also could choose from several Thanksgiving crafts to make with their senior friend. Before Thanksgiving break, students will create a “book” from their PowerPoint to send to their senior friend, along with writing a final letter, thanking them and wishing them a good Thanksgiving.

How did the project address student needs? This project addressed student needs by demonstrating the need of continuous communication between students and their senior friend and among group members. Students had to work in a cooperative group setting and maintain the relationships and a positive dynamic within that group. Instead of relying on a teacher for explicit instructions, the students had choices within the project. Thus, students had to have their own method of conflict resolution, should conflicts arise. Through this project, students had a sense of ownership, and were able to ask the questions that they needed to build connections between their lives and their senior friends’ life.

How did the project incorporate available resources and/or community needs?  This project incorporated community resources and assets by bringing different community citizens into the classroom for the students to directly interact with. I contacted the Downingtown Area Senior Center to see if there were any senior citizens interested in the project. After talking to the Activities Coordinator and explaining what would be expected of the seniors, along with what the students would be doing, she provided me a list of the names of five women whom she had talked to who were interested. My cooperating teacher sent out an e-mail to the students’ parents asking if there were any grandparents who were interested in participating and coming in on the designated days, as well. We received confirmation that there were three grandparents who wanted to participate in the project.  

How did the project support school district curricula and state standards?  This project aligns with Downingtown Area School District (DASD) curriculum and Pennsylvania Department of Education (PDE) Standards. Within DASD, the project addressed: Communications 1.6 Speaking and Listening (Listen attentively and respond appropriately; deliver oral reports, presentations; speak clearly and coherently; take part in discussion activities; use appropriate grammar, expression, volume, and pace); 1.7 Characteristics and Functions of the English Language (Reads with fluency, uses word recognition skills); and Technology E.3/4.2.2 (All students demonstrate use of technology and computers in learning of life and life experiences). Within PDE Reading, Writing, Speaking, and Listening standards, the project addressed: 1.4.3.B: Write informational pieces using illustrations when relevant (e.g., descriptions, letters, reports, instructions); 1.5.3.A: Write with a focus, with an understanding of topic, task, and audience; 1.5.3.F: Use grade appropriate conventions of language when writing and editing; 1.5.3.C: Organize writing in a logical order; 1.6.3.A: Listen critically and respond to others in small and large group situations; 1.6.3.B: Use appropriate volume and clarity in formal speaking presentations; and 1.9.3.A: Use media and technology resources for directed and independent learning activities.

How did the project encourage collaboration?  This project required direct collaboration with the Downingtown Area Senior Center, specifically the Activities Director, to establish volunteers for the project. I also collaborated with my cooperating teacher, who gave me feedback and approved the various activities I wanted to have the students and seniors do, along with helping me brainstorm what I wanted the students to do during the closing visit. The students and I collaborated to brainstorm multiple types of questions that they would be responsible for during the interview, including in-depth, factual, yes/no, and building questions. There was direct collaboration throughout the entire project for the students in their small groups. They were required to share responsibility during the interview, along with deciding as a group what they wanted to put in their PowerPoint presentations.  

How did you assess the success of your project?  I used a rubric to assess the students, which I reviewed with them towards the beginning of our preparation. The rubric had five components—setting up the interview, preparation, formatting and editing, politeness, and PowerPoint—and four levels of achievement. Setting up the interview was comprised of writing a friendly letter to their senior friend, including four things: permission to interview; the date/time; why they were excited; and asking to bring pictures or artifacts. To receive full points for preparation, students had to prepare in-depth and factual interview questions to ask. For formatting and editing, if the students’ written version of the interview was well organized and formatted in a clear and interesting way, they received full points. Being polite involved not interrupting or rushing the interviewee, having good eye contact, and looking interested. Last, to receive full points for the PowerPoint, students had to have a well-organized presentation that contained accurate quotations and facts taken from the interview. I also assessed the success of this project based on the responses from the students, senior citizens, and other faculty members who were directly or indirectly involved. The students thoroughly enjoyed themselves during the two visits, were very excited the days leading up to the visits, and demonstrated learning throughout. I feel that overall, this project was a remarkable success based on the students, the rubrics, and responses

I received from all involved.  This project also led to one of the senior friends inquiring about coming back to East Ward as a volunteer to read with students.
Project Reflection

What have you learned about evaluating needs and resources?  I learned that when designing and implementing a project that is based on group collaboration and outside sources, everything needs to be intricately planned and the students need to be informed of teacher expectations. When I grouped the students, I had to evaluate the needs of each student, along with how their behavior would affect the group overall. I made sure the heterogeneous groups were based on student ability, behavior, and relationships within the classroom.  

What have you learned about collaboration?  I learned that collaboration is critical to highly effective teaching. The students responded very well to having group responsibility and accountability, based on their own collaboration.

I found that by collaborating with outside sources, like the Downingtown Area Senior Center and the students’ families,

I was able to expand the possibilities for student interaction within their own classroom. It was also extremely beneficial to have additional professionals help formulate ideas and provide feedback.

How might your assessment inform future ideas and/or planning?  This project has made me more aware of the importance of collaborating with other educators and members of the community, thinking outside of the classroom for ideas and prospective projects, addressing students’ needs, and incorporating interdisciplinary concepts. By utilizing multiple resources and methods, I will expose my students to an enriched curriculum and authentic learning experiences. 

