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        “In a few years, our generation of youth will have the most power, which we are not ready 

for. It is important to have people who are already experienced in life to guide us. It is important 

to know about history, so that we don’t repeat the mistakes.”   

 This comment by a sixteen-year-old emerged from one of several conversation groups 

that brought seniors and youth together at LV Rogers Secondary School in Nelson, B.C.  Her 

comment represents an invitation for seniors to go back to school, albeit fifty or so years after 

they left. She is inviting seniors, aged 55-95+ to engage with a generation of teens that many, 

regretfully, have very little connection to. Hers is a voice that represents the global rise of youth 

activism and leadership around issues such as climate change and gun control, and their request 

for all ages to care, get involved and work together.  Youth slogans voice a shared, if ironic, 

vulnerability with seniors: “You will die of old age, but we will die from climate change.” As we 

confront a growing number of global crises, youth are asking us to grow together. 

      In their research article on Mindfulness and Compassion training in Adolescence, 

Portland State University authors Robert W. Roeser PhD, and Cristi Pinela, MS, remind us that, 

“In essence, insuring that young people realize the unique, non-transferable, and very precious 

nature of their existences during adolescence is an inter-generational project.” ***(p.2). They 

go on to say, “We propose that adolescents have a need for wisdom concerning how to be fully 

human. Through provisions of wise mentors with embodied life experience; use of wisdom texts, 
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myths, poems and stories, and philosophical debate and discussion, adults can help youth 

address this need in healthy, life-giving ways.”***(#27, p. 4). Grandmother Margaret Wheatley, 

a global activist and coach for social change, suggests that the gift that seniors can bring to other 

generations is, ‘the memory of what it means to be a wholehearted human being.’**  

      When I asked youth what they wanted to discuss with seniors, they said, “We want to talk 

about climate change and ‘Me Too.’ Will you tell us about death, because the media scare us 

with violent, gory and grotesque images. We need to know if love is an unreal infatuation at our 

age, and what love means for older people. Can we talk about loneliness? How can we know if  

technology makes loneliness worse or better?”  The teens invited the seniors to open up, “Tell us 

about your spirituality, your hope. What are the skills you learned to get you through hard 

times?” To the surprise of many seniors, youth affirmed, “After all you seniors have been 

through, you are still growing. How can we be strong like you?” And the seniors’ voices replied, 

“We need conversations; we need to hear the way forward from youth.”*(Growing Together. Pg 

17. Phyllis, age 85). 

     In intergenerational groups, both seniors and youth tend to unite around pressing 

global issues, such as abuse of women and abuse of racial or gender minorities. They feel deeply 

troubled about climate-related disasters, or mass shootings that target schoolchildren and 

civilians. “How can we work together on climate action? How can we help each other in a world 

where the future seems scary and uncertain?” They ask how to stay present with despair when 

they see overwhelming suffering in our world. They ask about leadership and compassion when 

violence and bullying seem the norm.  

 

               What can we tell them? 
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    From spring 2018 to autumn 2019, I facilitated a series of 4-8 week intergenerational 

groups at our local secondary school. The 2018 groups, which were scheduled into double blocks 

of English writing class, generated fruitful creative writing by the teens. Writing was a course 

requirement. For me, however, the writing evolved into a book. In order to summarise the 

conversations and provide a ‘how to’ roadmap for other communities, we compiled and 

published, Growing Together: Conversations with Seniors and Youth.* 

  Last November, we completed the final intergenerational group for 2019 at LV Rogers 

Secondary School. With this group, youth filmed the relationships and personal reflections that 

developed from the conversations with seniors.  In May 2020, their film will be featured in a 

community forum to be held at the Civic Theatre in Nelson, B.C. This forum, titled Make 

Learning Visible, will host panels and speakers who will explore the health and education 

benefits of intergenerational groups for the whole community, as well as for the school systems. 

If you would like to attend the forum, contact Carla Wilson at school district #8: 

carlawilson@sd8.bc.ca  or  lp07@bctf.ca.   Phone 250-505-5783. 

 

        What, Why and How to Shape Intergenerational Groups in your Community 

 

     Over the past two years, I have grown and learned about younger generations, and I 

have learned how generative and creative seniors can be. Generativity means the willingness to 

contribute our cumulative life experience to the community, so that future generations might 

thrive. I learned to weather the excitement and anxiety that comes with facilitating teen and 

senior groups within tight school schedules. Groups where the only agenda was meaningful 

mailto:carlawilson@sd8.bc.ca
mailto:lp07@bctf.ca
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conversation about life. In a class of 20-30 teens, we 6-12 elders were in the visible yet 

undaunted minority. Although more seniors wanted to participate, space was limited due to 

classroom size, and to allow everyone the time needed to speak and be heard. 

 Most seniors attended groups with the hope to communicate and connect with youth 

and with each other.  ‘Back to school’ was not exactly the comfort zone that many seniors 

envisioned after retirement, and it took courage for some of them to attend.  My greatest fear and 

concern was, “What if the generations have nothing in common or nothing to say to each other?” 

OR, as one senior said in a group, “I am scared that youth will just ignore me or discount me, 

because that’s what happens with seniors on the streets.” When the youth responded that 

sometimes seniors can look critical or rejecting on the street, Mike, an athletic senior aged 55, 

said,  “... If you see us seniors on the street, and we have this ‘resting bitch face,’ we’re not 

angry or sad underneath. Our faces settle into that look, but don’t think that people don’t want a 

sense of true connection.”* (Growing Together, pg 72.)  Mike also acknowledged that he, like 

many men, would not have been ready for vulnerable conversations earlier in his life. He 

regretted the lack of real conversation when he was a school student. 

      While encouraging the seniors to hold an attitude of curiosity and open-mindedness 

towards whatever might arise in the groups, I learned how to be resilient. In fact, the unifying 

conversation theme throughout the 2019 groups was ‘exploring our resilience.’ With the teens, 

we explored qualities of resilience such as persevering through hard times, or keeping a sense of 

humor despite adversity, or cultivating the ability to witness but not defend against 

uncomfortable emotions. The discussions revealed that all ages share similar challenges. 

Through the conversations, seniors and youth discovered they had more in common than they 
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realised. I was surprised to hear how many youth had gone through a death in the family, or 

death of friends. They asked us, the seniors, how to grieve. How to let go.  

     In response to these emerging themes, the group facilitator can assign homework for 

everyone to do. My homework aimed to nurture resilience through exercises that would build 

empathy and self reflection, exercises that would invite transparency in the conversations. I 

assigned homework that encouraged random acts of kindness toward strangers, or that suggested 

people could choose to react with compassion and empathy toward the challenges they shared 

with the group. Many youth did not do the homework, or chose not to talk, and others were 

willing to share their homework experiences in group. With each group, I learned to trust that a 

core group of 6-12 youth would always come forward to engage with seniors.  

     In 2019, the teens wanted to talk about gender issues: gender neutral language, gender 

abuse, gender transition, cultural prejudices toward trans or queer youth. The seniors wanted to 

discuss toxic masculinity, and the impact of feminism on their identity.  The elder men wanted to 

share the skills that allowed them to show vulnerability. Weaving the groups together through a 

common theme such as ‘resilience’ encouraged diversity in conversations while acknowledging 

the courage and resourcefulness of the participants. 

 

                 Combat Loneliness  

 

 Intergenerational groups bring seniors and youth together in a learning process that 

invites everyone to be honestly human. The groups engender rich social connections among 

seniors and youth, with beneficial impact on the health of the community. According to health 

reports from Isobel Mackenzie, the B.C. Seniors Advocate, loneliness and isolation are well 
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known barriers to health for seniors. ****  However, many teens in the groups told us that their 

overreliance on technology and social media were deterrents to face-to-face social engagement 

for their generation. They felt sad about the lack of human connection.  

 The crisis in loneliness is not just a seniors’ issue. It is an intergenerational issue that 

undermines community health.  What does that look like? It is masked in depression, obesity, 

anxiety, heart disease, violence and cyber bullying, teen and senior suicide, or negative 

stereotypes about both seniors and youth. In her book Braving the Wilderness, author Brene 

Brown PhD states that living in loneliness increases our chances of dying early by 45% (p. 55). 

In my groups, a popular and gregarious seventeen-year-old boy admitted, “Most of the boys are 

lonely. We don’t even know how to talk to girls. I think that teens and seniors are pretty 

separated and I think this is a good way to bring us back together.” *(Growing Together, p. 40) 

      Planning and developing intergenerational groups is rewarding work that connects 

people from all walks. It invites collaboration with school administration and teaching staff, as 

well as with seniors-service agencies, hospice and compassionate care societies, gerontology 

students and gerontology/nursing/social work programs, and with Elder Education groups in the 

community and college.  

 

                 My Evolving Recipe for Intergenerational Success 

 

 1) You will need funding. You will need funding for the facilitators, for time invested in 

planning, and for any intergenerational productions such as a book or a film, a forum or a photo 

gallery. Invite a community group or a society to sponsor and perhaps co-fund the groups. In our 

case, we applied for a variety of school or youth grants, and in 2018 we were sponsored by 
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Nelson CARES Society who successfully achieved a federal grant under the New Horizons for 

Seniors program. In 2019, we also received generous funding and support from Nelson and area 

School District #8.  

2) Invite partnerships with school administration, school counseling team, school district, 

community youth services and networks, and seniors service societies or health and recreation 

centres for seniors. Invite partnerships with seniors’ assisted-living and extended-care residences. 

Hospice societies and associated compassionate care programs are also interested in 

intergenerational work as highly relevant to the human continuum of life, aging, and death. 

3) Hire a coordinator to do the community engagement. I agreed to take on this leadership role as 

well as facilitating the groups. I thoroughly enjoyed both positions, which I saw as 

complementary. Although it is a lot of work, it is helpful for the facilitator to form community 

alliances in order to succeed with both founding and funding the groups. As the groups grow a 

solid foundation that is anchored in continuity with funding, then the partnerships and 

networking can be done separately by contracting a community liaison coordinator. 

4) Contract and fund a groups facilitator with skills (including counseling expertise) to engage 

both seniors and youth. 

5) Create short, seniors-only sessions that meet right after each group and within the school 

setting. Our meetings occurred in the open media room, where many youth could see us as they 

passed in the halls. It was clear that some of them wanted to join us, or felt reassured and 

intrigued by our presence.  These 30-minute follow-up sessions provided the opportunity for 

seniors to share their responses from the conversation group, and to bond with each other. De-

brief sessions are essential for community-building with seniors. 
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6) Invite a sponsor teacher to schedule the groups into double blocks of her/his class time. This 

sponsor will sit in with the groups to provide support and resources for the students, as well as 

offering an overview on modern teen reality for the seniors. My most engaged groups consisted 

of grades 11 and 12, ages 16-18, and were sponsored by English teacher Carla Wilson. As a 

creative writing project, Carla asked her class to interview the seniors individually, and then to 

write up the biographies of their elder partners. I recall Peter, a Doukhobor grandfather, reporting 

with a huge smile, “Four young guys interviewed me about my life. They asked about my 

culture. It was a lot of fun.” 

 You can facilitate groups with ages as young as 14 or 15 (grade 10), but they require a 

more structured format. An example of this (for grades 10-12) would be my hope to create a 

series of culture-education conversation groups. Of particular relevance, I can envision a series 

of conversations featuring orientation to indigenous culture, indigenous world view, collective 

trauma through colonisation, and the meaning of reconciliation. With this example, indigenous 

facilitators and leaders would be invited to shape and direct the intergenerational project. 

*Ideally, each group session would be allotted 90-minutes of uninterrupted conversation time 

during school hours. In a busy and noisy school environment that can be fraught with unexpected 

interruptions, this is quite the feat to pull off, but teachers like Carla work miracles every day. 

*Schedule 6-8 weekly 90-minute groups. The youth will find this attractive or will at least be 

curious, because it happens during class time and they can get extra credits. Each senior would 

be asked to commit to at least 2-sessions, with the option to attend more. I recommend a 

screening process to ensure that seniors will be able to participate in the conversations. 
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*At the beginning of the groups, clarify the school counseling resources that are available to the 

teens. In particular, the seniors find this to be reassuring. Seniors usually need to know how the 

more vulnerable youth are cared for within the school system. 

*Ensure that a microphone is available for each session. The microphone is passed to each 

speaker in the circle. This will alleviate the stress for young and old of trying to hear what people 

are saying.  

*Arrange the group in a fishbowl consisting of two concentric circles. The inner circle would 

contain all the seniors and those youth who wanted to participate in conversation. The outer 

circle would consist of youth who preferred to listen. They would have the option to join the 

inner circle at any time. Typically 6-10 youth would choose the inner circle, and usually 6-12 

seniors would engage with them. 

 

   What about the silent majority?  

 

 What to do with youth who are reluctant to speak or engage? Youth who appear bored and 

disinterested?  In my groups, they were invited to listen, learn, and take notes from the outer 

circle of the fishbowl. However, it is wise for the teacher to have optional coursework choices 

for those youth who prefer to not be in groups. 

    After the entire program had completed, teacher Carla Wilson reflected on the changes 

she witnessed in her students. “Teens who have open and caring connections with seniors (such 

as in the groups), display greater maturity and ability to navigate the stresses of the world. Their 

capacity for clear critical thinking and communication improved. They engaged more openly in 
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classroom discussions and took more initiative to help others whom they would previously 

ignore.” *(Growing Together, pg 77). 

      Both Carla and I observed that intergenerational groups fostered compassion and 

understanding among students. For example, many teens reached out to international students 

whom they otherwise might tend to exclude in the school. We felt hopeful that, over the long 

term, intergenerational work could positively reduce bullying and alienation in schools. 

*(Growing Together, p.77). 

  As for the seniors, I will close with the voice of a 68-year old retired home-and 

community-care nurse named Rivkah: “What I really like about this group is that it offers an 

opportunity to approach what I would call true communication, intimate communication, with a 

world different than what we seniors are used to. It’s not an easy thing to do. It takes courage 

and commitment.”*(Growing Together, p.72) 

 

  *Growing Together: Conversations with Seniors and Youth.  Author Lee Reid. 

Owned and published in 2018 by Nelson CARES Society Press. Sold at Nelson CARES, 709A 

Vernon street, Nelson, B.C. V1L4G3.  To purchase this book, contact Corrine Younie: 

cyounie@nelsoncares.ca.  ph 250-352-2708 ext 5247 

** Warriors of the Human Spirit. CBC Interview by Mary Hynes with Margaret Wheatley on 

Tapestry .http://www.cbc.ca/listen/shows/tapestry/segment/15752736 

 ***Research on mindfulness and compassion in adolescents was published in: New Directions 

in Youth Development, 2014.    

****Sept 15, 2017 PDF report on seniors and loneliness in care facilities. B.C. Seniors Advocate 

Isobel Mackenzie. 

mailto:cyounie@nelsoncares.ca
http://www.cbc.ca/listen/shows/tapestry/segment/15752736
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****BCCPA (B.C. Care Providers Association) article: “Suffering in Silence: Solving Seniors 

Isolation in B.C.” by Michael Kary and Ravin Johl 

 

 


