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Group matches seniors w1th kids and their families — and everyone beneﬁts*

BY JEMNY LEE
VANCOUVER SU

a penchant for leop-

(then 2) sure didn't Iook like a
proper grandma,

Zoe and Ruby Gilson — sev-

en and four years old respec-
tively — assessed the applicant
speculahvely .

Little did they know just how
much preparation had gone in-
to the meeling.

Wells had arrived at their
home via Volunteer Grandpar-
ents, a long-standing but low-
key Vancouver non-profit orga-

‘nization that is seeking seniors
- to match with young families.

“I'm single and I love chil-

dren and I worked for the air--

lines as a flight attendant for 42

years and I was busy with that

and never felt any void,” Wells
said,

“Iretired three years ago and
all my friends were becoming
grandparents, and I thought,
‘Oh my gosh, being a grandpar-
ent sounds quite wonderful.”
just sort of felt like I needed
some young people in my life.”

“Meanwhile, North Vancouver

n had been lamenting thatj
her kids would never experi-

" ence the pleasures of growing

up-with grandparents — their,
only living grandparent hves in
faraway Dublin:

Gilson, like Wells, found Vol—

Web.
Volunteer Grandparents

“was started in 1973 by Mar-

jorie Anderson, who was a
Vancouver Crisis Centre vol-
unteer when she took back-to-
back calls from a senior and
a young mother who missed
having family to share Sunday
afterncons. '

“How can children, with-
out the acceptance of at least
one older person, grow up to
feel that they belong, are part
of the continuum of mankind,
are part of something larger,

.and hence can become adults

responsible for part of that?”
Anderson recentty said to Vol-

“unteer Grandparents’ current
program coerdinator Veroni- .

ca Grossi and intern Po-Yi Liu
while they were researching the
‘organization’s history.

“Our mission is to bridge and
enrich the generations,” Grossi
said. “It's a win-win situation
for everyone,

“The grandparent is matched
to the entire family, not just
the child or children. Parents
get additional support from
the volunteer. The volunteer
continiles to be engaged in the
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Volunteer grandparent Carol Wells has milk and cookies for Ruby Gilson, 7, (left} and Zoe GllSDﬂ, 10. Wells receives hugs in return.

community, sharing skills, and
is mentoring this child. The

'child benefits from the stable,

loving, consistent role model.

“It doesn’t happen overnight. -

That’s one of the challenges.
It takes time to develop these
close relationships. We are not
just a free babysitter.”

The program presently has 30

matched grandparents, 36 chil-
dren waiting for grandparents,

but only two volunteer grand- -

parents waiting for a match.

‘Some families wait years Gros-

si said.
. Not only is there a shortage

“of volunteers; unless a match

seems highly likely to ‘suc-
ceed, Grossi holds off making

“Team sprrit
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-The children are aged three to
14. Volunteers are 50 and older
and may or may not have bio-
logical grandchildren.
_Volunteers go through a
2%2-hour screening interview,
a second interview, and sub-

mit five references a erimi-

nal-record check and,a driving
record. Grossi also spends sev-
eral hours with families learn-
ing their values and getting to
lnow the child.

As the tiny organization’s sole
employee, Grossi, does every-
thing from matchmg children
with grandparents to training

‘and promotions. Funding is

limited, so Grossi, who holds a

post—baccalaureate in gerontol-
ogy and a degree in family and
nutritional sciences, works half
time.

“Carol is such a light of our
.Gilson, 44, said. “She’s .

life,”
a real get-down-on-the-flogr-

and-play-with-the-kids lady..

She’s like a surrogate mom

for me — a member of our

family.”
The day Gilson and husband
John, 45, a vice-president with

- Cobs Bread, met Wells, they
‘weren’t sure what to expect.

“She came over,” Gilson said.
“We had a craft planned, and
I can’t even remember how
much of that happened They

‘just took to each other

“She’s brought a whole new
perspective,” Gilson said. “She’s
brought a lot of joy and energy,
and she got me into jazz. She
and I go to concerts together:
We go out, just the two of us.
She’s inecreaséd the size of our
family. She’s part of our net-
work, part of who we are. |
know the kids are really proud
and they say ‘My grandma this,
and my grandma that,”

Wells has been the Gilsons’
Grandma Carql for three years

.now,

“I go to all their dance con-
certs and piano concerts and
everything a grandma does,”
Wells said. “I just go over and

‘watch videos with them on
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- exercise but the psychological beneﬁts
as well.

not only the physical benefits of

in the Vancouver area as the weakened
economy bumps into people’s growing
desires to reduce, reuse and recycle
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