OLDER AMERICANS: CONNECTING THE COMMUNITY

“Another Kind of Currency”
Connecting with the Community begins in childhood and continues throughout our lives. With Grandparents leading the way, those seeds can be ‘planted’ in early years and continue to grow. In my case, my Grandmother was a ”Gray Lady” during the 2nd World War, and made bandaged for the troops with the Gray Ladies’ community.  My Dad, a physician, did safety training for Milwaukeeans as a member of the Kiwanis community. Our “communities” start in infancy: our family is our first “community”.  In fact, it pretty much ends that way, as well.  But in between the potential for Community Connections is infinite. 
For me it started in Grade school when I developed a community of friends. In High School I expanded my community connections. I discovered my Christian Friends did not know what Judaism was, so I developed a speech about my religion, and offered to give the speech  to youth groups in churches where my Christian friends belonged. First example of ‘connecting with the ‘interfaith’ community.
I started a women’s swimming team at Whitefish Bay High School where I told the Athletic Director: “You have a Men’s Swimming team, why don’t you have a Women’s Swimming Team.” Second example of connecting with women athletic community”.  I joined a community of actors and public speakers which led to my College Community. I became a “Cherub” of the National High School Institute at  Northwestern University and then a full student there where I met my husband to be, opening other communities of common interests. Third: Our shared University community experiences, still part of our lives as Alums: He on the Alumni Council, and me on the Interview Council.
But my real “community” efforts started as a young mother in Westport, CT, where we arrived in 1965. I heard about an organization founded by 2 Staples High School Teachers the morning after the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King. I became Director of the Swimming program, a member of the Board of Directors.  We brought minority kids from Bridgeport and Norwalk to a school/camp in Westport. Fourth: example of ‘connecting with the multi-cultural world’.
My husband and I founded the Congregation for Humanistic Judaism.  My husband devised the Trimester Plan, so that the work would be shared by all the members. Fifth example of designing a way to share our heritage in volunteering responsibilities with our faith based community.
I took a job as Director of Volunteeer Services at Hall-Brooke Foundation the Psychiatric Hospital and organization in Westport.  I built that Volunteer Program, and created ways for others to become connected to the mental health communities of service. The Director of Hall-Brooke would speak to the Volunteers each year saying, “You get paid ‘another kind of currency.” Sixth example-expanding ways for others to become volunteers in the mental health community and learning the phrase to demonstrate the value of volunteering by ‘earning another kind of currency’. I also represented the organization on Boards of related organizations in Westport and Norwalk.
As the, now retired, Founding Executive Director of Stamford Senior Center, I look back on the challenges to connect this new institution with the various organizations in the community to which it has a relationship: the City of Stamford government organizations, the professional organizations concerned with aging (the Partnership in Elderly Services-PIES), the non-profit organizations through the Collaborative Alliance of Non-Profit Advisory, the other Senior Organizations including the Senior Neighborhood Support Services, the Over 60 Club and Senior Services of Stamford, the Hispanic Senior Program, the  Haitian Senior Program, the Russian Seniors and more, and designing events and programs to carrying out these connections.  I created the  International Wall of Stamford Senior Center, displaying over 60 pieces of art/crafts from Countries of Origin of our members and through events I called “sharing the fun and beauty of each other’s cultures” and sharing “Holidays of Light” and sharing Passover and Easter. Seventh: Important Community  Connections” for a new institution.
I have often talked to seniors about the importance of remaining active in their retirement years, and the many possibilities based on their experience, skills and interests. It is much more than “giving back.”  I would even tell homebound seniors how they could add to their lives by doing volunteer phoning, or envelope stuffing and so on. The eighth example of community was promoting volunteering as part of retirement life-another kind of currency earned during retirement years---so many ways to ‘connect with many communities from your experiences and earning ‘another kind of currency.’”
But 2 years ago, as I contemplated my own retirement, those same questions loomed. What was I going to do with my new-found time and inclination? Because, as I sang at my retirement party, “I sure ain’t dead yet!”

The answer was partly given to me.  The faith others had in me led to my being appointed to serving on 3 Boards-two state and one regional: the State Commission on Aging, the State Coalition on Aging and the Southwestern CT Agency on Aging—all communities I now serve as a volunteer. But my feeling about Board responsibility entails more than just attending meetings. So I have looked into how I can use my experiences to identify community needs and address them within the parameters of the Boards on which I serve. A problem was brought to me by one of my colleagues: the problem created when the State of Connecticut DMV closed their office on the 6th floor of the Government in Stamford.  It is not a serious problem for drivers who can get to the Norwalk DMV, but it is a serious problem for non-drivers who must obtain a “state authorized identification. The ninth example: using expertise, reputation, experience to apply to responding to needs in the community and realizing another kind of currency-satisfaction and pride.
The other project I have undertaken is based on my previous experience as a Director of a Medical Adult Day Care.  The Executive Director of the CT Commission on Aging presented a report to two committees of the State Legislature.  She displayed what I call an “alligator” chart to demonstrate the coming Senior population and begin the discussion about planning for this growing senior population in light of financial stress for our State and the need to look at new ways to provide services more cost-effectively.  For that I have developed an information tool to demonstrate the cost-effectiveness, and responsiveness of Adult Day Cares. I serve the community as a CHOICES Counselor, a Live Well program facilitator, a Medicare Patrol Program facilitator- all connecting me with various communities related to aging.
But in my retirement I also wanted to reach out to other communities of interest. I returned to the health care communities by volunteering at the Reception Desk of the Tully Health Center of Stamford Hospital.  I point back to the Interfaith and Multi Cultural Committees with which I started. Mayor Pavia of Stamford appointed me to the Mayor’s Multi-Cultural Council and to work with the Southwestern Interfaith Council-two community based passions of mine.
I hope others will have their doors opened to ways they can reach out to their communities with their skills, experiences and interests. When people ask me if I am enjoying my retirement, I say, “I sure am.  I’m not earning cash anymore, but I am earning ‘another kind of currency’ by connecting with the Senior Communities, the Interfaith Communities, the Multi-Cultural Communities, the Health Care Communities, and so many more.  As I said before, “I aint dead yet!!”
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