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Box 6.14. Older people helping children read and learn: the United States of America

@aﬂi Experience Corps is a volunteer programme in the United States that places older volunteers in public elementary
schools, giving them meaningful roles that are designed to help schools meet the needs of their students as well

as Increasing the social, physical, and cognitive activities of the volunteers, The programme is designed to have an
impact in areas such as improving:

*» children’s interest in reading and discovering books;

» chiidren’s literacy;

* children’s ability to solve problems;

* children’s ability to play nonviolently;

* school attendance.

Teams of 7-10 volunteers are assigned to each school, thus ensuring that sufficient volunteers are available to have
an effect across all grades within the school. Volunteers commit to spending at least 15 hours each week at the
school for the duration of the school year; they receive training and a stipend to reimburse the costs of travel and
meals. Volunteers receive 30 hours of skills training that encourages mental flexibility, coordination, visual-spatial
learning and problem-solving. The volunteers meet reqularly to plu\. solve problems and socialize. Physical activ-

ity Is stimulated by virtue of participating in the prog g to the school and moving
R around the school, for example, bygdngupmdmmuuhs.
WO LO This programme has demonstrated positive effects on the health of older people. A number of randomized trials
have evaluated the impact of participating in Experience Corps. Benefits for participants compared with controls
REmRT have shown:
* an increase in physical strength and capacity (173, 174);
m * Increased cognitive activity;
* maintenance of walking speed;
AG”G * improvements in social networks - that is, volunteers had people that they could turn to for help (174);
* fewer depressive symptoms (173).
m Volunteers are attracted to Experience Corps by the chance to make a meaningful contribution to society and assist
children in achieving academic success. Satisfaction levels among volunteers are as high as 98%, and 80% of those
Hmm surveyed returned during the following school year (175). Traditional health-promotion programmes that focus

explicitly on physical activity tend to have significantly lower retention rates.

Initiated in 1996 in five cities in the United States, the programme has expanded to 17 cities and inspired similar
initiatives internationally. For example, in Japan a programme called REPRINTS places teams of 6-8 older volunteers
in kindergartens and elementary schools to read to young children. A follow-up assessment found that those who
volunteered most intensively had a significantly higher frequency of contact with their own grandchildren and other
children in their neighbourhoads, as well as better self-rated health compared with those who did not volunteer
or only did so minimally (175).

Volunteering opportunities, if well-designed, can be a win-win for older people and their communities. Programmes
like Experience Corps and Reprints, need not be costly to put in place, and they have the potential to yield positive
returns in terms of health gains and social benefits for the older and younger generations alike (145, 177).

munity-dwelling older people range from 7 to  social isolation, behavioural risk factors, and
17%, depending on the definitions and outcome  poor health weave an interdependent web that
measures used; approximately 40% of older  can have a significant impact on an older per-
people report feeling lonely (195). The causal  son’s risk of functional limitations, disability
links are difficult to determine but loneliness, and death (186, 190, 196).
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