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ABSTRACT - - , . N _
' Readarama, a weekly reading group, was conducted in a
retlrenent centar in Athens, Georgia. Participants in the voluntary
group uwere retlred woren who were lifelong readers and vho continued
to enjoy. readlug as a h6hby. Because of differences im reading
interests and in tiee available for reading, members read
independently during tha ueek; Readarama time was used for
dlscu551onelof individual readlng and for the exchange of ideas and
reminiscences. Bach week the group leader supplied - supplemertal,
opt10na1 reading material; chocsing stories from #70 :‘Kost
Onforgettable Characters from 'Reader's Digest'" because of their.
popularity (with group members. Readarama points up the value ‘of the
reading group as a social outlet, an outlet for an :
already~established hobby, and a:way for previously active adults to.
maintain some level of activity and structure in their retired lives.
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TEROUGH A PROGRA'f OF READING
Molly M. Wilson
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A survey of the liter.-uws in the major journals in reading, llbrary
science, and gerontology shows ﬁo precedent for reading groups conductea in
Areti;ement centers. Senior Citizens, Inc. in Nashville, Tennessee is one

of the largest retirement centers in the .S, but has né éading programs
. ~ .

per se as part of its progrem. (1976) Several public libraries in ms jor’
urban ar%as have special readins facilities for the elderly with wéll-}
lighted rooms on ground floorvlevel outfitted with comfortable chairs,
books in large print, tal k1n¢ books and magnification devices. Still,
none“of these facilities offer a reading club, or & soheduled session for
inte;action among elderly readers. (}mtiongl Survey, 1971)

The American Libfary Association and its affiliated publications state
that librarians need more training‘in dealing with the ared.  Better

' ' phy51ca1 facilities are needed, and more books on how to grow 0ld zracefully.

(Barnett 1961 ){Casey, 1971) These pub1icat10ns assume that elderly peonle
lneed spec1a1 services and have special interests dlfferent from vounger
adults, thouzh they admit that no research is available to substantiate this
opinion. |

Hany of the facilities énd programs thaf are available for the‘elderly

are in urban areas and are available only for those who are able to get to

Dellvered at-the International Reading Association Conference, Miami,
Florida, May, 1977.
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the library’ few bookmobile services are provided. The Thite House
Cqﬁference on Aging (1971)Arecognized the need f'or more sccial services
for the aged, including library sérvices. 43 a result, a8 ?htion31‘Survey
of library Services of the Aging was undertaken in 1071 Questionnaires
.were mailed Yo 1100 1iBraries in thq U«Se to examiﬁe services -available.
Ré%ults shovred less_fhan 1% of federal funds év&ilable for libraries gogs
tovard meeting the need§ of the aged. The Survey called for more money,

~more steff training, and more concentration on the aged. Yet, a Phase II
‘étudy i% 1972 showed that still less than 2% of the aged received library
services. Recoﬁmendations of Phase I vere re~eﬁpha§ized, but even now ih
1977, 1little seems.to have heen dons toward providing library services or
‘reading ?rograms for the aged.
To meet the need; indiceated Ly ?he above studieg, Reaaarama wes
developed for a retirémehﬁ.center in’Athens, Ceorgiae The center itself
is a publically funded reti:event cénter, open to area residents over 55.
The refiremant center in this study offers‘; variety of classes and services,
ineluding furniture rofinishing, picture framing, chair caning; art, cireative
writing and tutoring for illiterate elderly. ﬁbst participants ate'healthy
:and ective adults. The Readarama paftiqipants @ere all involved in at
least one other class at the center and various other activifies in the
comﬁunity. Readarama ran twelve weeks = two in Movember, and from January 8
to ihrch 15 It vms originally scheduled to rmm just six weeks, hut vas
extonded hecause of the interes® of the'participénts.
This paper will explain the experiment set up with Readarama, including
chﬁracteriStics of the members, their reading interests and habits. The

l . \ ) . T .
administrative problems of this tyne group and- the actual group organization

v

\i ‘l"i 3

O

ERIC -~ B ’

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



EMC";',_ -

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

3=

will be discussed. In oconclusion the interezts of the readers end the
topics discussed in Readerama show perticipants to be & vary active group
of lifelong'readers who happen to be cf retirement age rather than a
distinct group te be labelled “the eldefly."

~-Since Readarama was to pe 2 voluntary program, the leader vms relatively
sure the population would consist of évid readsrs. Thé‘group, which inciuded
six regular particivants and six others, borevout the finﬁing of high
educational levels fof'people interested in reading. Two other

-

characte}istics were also chbserved in ail members® (1) they had been actiﬁé;
working womsni (2) they we}e éll living in'Athensfto be near their
children. The age range of ‘the participants was 59 to 75.

One member had 'mried ss a book@acpér for over 50 Vears. Yow, she has
ret.red to a job as volunteer secretary for the retirement center.‘ The
oldest>patticipant spends half 6? each year.travelling vwith her daughter.

A third pafticipant still worlss managing & cemetary in a nearby tovm.

She cerves as a tepe ﬁal to 31 blind people across the nation. Another

 participant was a 73 year old college graduate who had grown up on the

Oklahome prairie and attended a sod school house, learning to read from the
Bible. So all the women vere active, vital womeh who hed always lived

scheduled and purposeful lives and continuved to do so in fetirement;

No mén participeted in the group because Readsrama conflicted with |

the Tery bopglar furniturs fbfinishinm class. One man did attend Qhenb
Harry Truman ves discussed because he had et Truman, but he was the
instructor of the furniture refinishing cléss aﬁd could ﬁot aftand‘
regularly." Most of the men at the center said they didn't want to be in
Réadarama wifh "a bunch of wﬁmeﬁ." inferéstingly,.oﬁe'of‘the.fqmale |

o 4
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members participated in both classes by bringing her chair to Readarama
meetings and sanding as she talled.
The reeding interests and hebits of the members varied greatly. One

member read Readers! Digest !fagazine the Readers! Dizest Condensed Novels,

fnother read Time and the nevspeper. One woman, who vas an insomniac, took

2 book and flashlight to bed with her every night. She read and dozed all

night, Ter interests were in contemporary fiction at present, But, she was

f

en avid, lifelong reader, as were ail of the participants.

Another reExber who hed recently lost tio daughters in a car wreck was

reading a number of religious hool's, admittedly trying to understand their

'

deaths. The ccllege graduate considered Readarama as a class, the only

participant vic did so. .She took notes both on the talk during the hour
e -
/

. sessions and on her solections. outside the meetings. A writer herself,

she hae published severaléstoriesrin local magazineg, and contributed & great
deal of technical inflormation-to ﬁﬁe grozm; Reading from old ﬁigh school
literaturs books her daughter had given her, she reﬁorted on . the sﬁyle and
vriting fechniqucs of the authors. | '

Still another member’é reading intefests viere dictated by an unusual

reading habit. She read Guideposts, a smaii'religious pamphlet weelly

because it isllightweiqht and she can iay in bed, flat on her Back, and hold

it up to read until she falls asleep., As she cormented, ""hen.I fall asleep

and drop it, it won't hurt me." This brief overview shows how diverse- the
reading intercsts and habits of the members were. -

Several adirinistrative problems deserve mention. First,'Tuesday

morning meetings proved to be somevhat of a problem becauvse of the-conflict._ ..~

¢

vith the popular furniture refinishing class. IHowever, dve to previous.
| .
. ¢
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comitments, the leader could not meet at any other time., Yet, this

r;tiremgnt center has such arcomprghensive schadule that‘any other scheduled

ﬁseting time ?ould have presented 2 conflict witﬁ some activity, also.
Secondly, sessions were scheduled to begin Hgvembef 3. Bscause

of complications in the mailing of the Noverbzsr newsletters to céﬁter

participants, the information on the sessions did not zo out until Yoverber 15,

Again, in Januéry the first meeting Wgs'poStponed because the January
newsletter did not go out, Thereforec, the retirement center direcfor had
fo'personally telephone.interested people to-publicize Readarama.
) LLogistics probléms arose, also because the shuttle bﬁs‘sefvicq provided
to participants vms often lste in runﬁing. ‘Thé staff of the centsr weré
very cordial and_extremely helpful ta the leader, Thile the meeting'rdom
was rather noisy, as would be expected in e public center, that fact seemed
" f//to bother the 27 year old isader more than the 70 yeer bld pérﬁicipants.
- Since no- literature wac available on how to set up this type of group,
the organizaticn s very flexible in the besimming, Because no precedent
was available, the leader . decided fo providela storv.for everyonelto read
at the first session to generate discrssion. Since the group Was.originally
~ scheduled to begin on Flection Day, the leader chose a 1043 Newsweek article
on the Truﬁan-ﬁewey bléctionxfor the first reading material, .Attending
members chose to follow along as the group leader read the article aloud,
~r§thef than volunteering to read aloud themselves or‘to read silehtly. It
was imﬁediately apparent by their restleésness and boredom that this "fead
aloud" method wrould not be acceptahble on a weelly basis. They began the

~subseguent discussion hv"s&ying they did not remember Truman, but by the

end of the first session, memhors cecided they not- only remembered Truman
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but vanted tc discuss him further the following wesk. It is to be ncted

-

Py

that many stimleting discussions in the twelve weeks were prefaced by,
- 'nI ? 1 .
don't remenber,
Before the next meeting everyons had individwally read scmethin~ about
& Y ; C
Truman or the Carter election, vhich became part of the conversation, also.

. n

For example, one member brought a "Personal Glimpses" column {'rcm Readers?

Digest on Truman. Another had. read Plain Speakinz. The leader copiec part

2

of Give Yem Hell, Harry by E.L. Dayton (1956) for each participunt to take

home to réac’:. Ibmbers exchanged information on materials and good bgoks
and‘decided to tallk about Truman and Carter again the foll.owingb week.. That._'_
the last meeting in lNovember, was at"cendec.il only by one llserson.'du,e‘@“g_g_l_e;e_t’
storm the ni~ht before. Because of holiday obiigations, the group did not
meet in Decembser. B ;

Vhen the meetings resumed in Jsnuary, Readarama members agreéd .thz;t
everyons would read somethin during the Bek 1ndenenden tly and the
Readarama time would be used to discuss the individual readlng_and‘ exchange
book ideas. By this poini‘:‘vin' time, both the membe-rs and thg ieéde_r |
recosrnizedAthe vast- d.ifferenccs in reading intereéts andAth{; time variances

in how much ‘moribers. could read during the wae‘ Conducting the class by

grouo decision wms very 1mportant to. the mambe*s. They"ware aiert to
' ~.

\\-

aVOldlrn- a class where the leader tausht, bossed, or forced 'peo'ole to read
alqud or made assignments.
At the first January meseting, the leader suppl_ied,a-.storywdmich members

took home to read if they vamated to. It was "My Manking Neighbor" by Pearl

B"uck talen from 70 Most Unforge"ctabla 'Charac“baz.l's from Readers? Digest._(lgs'i)

The partlclpants liked the story so much” that they recueoted others from

’

: that book. The leader supplled a ram’omly selected story from the Readers?

T
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-Digest book as supplemsnial, ontionel readin- materiel weekly. -

- v

The prefergnces‘for the Readers! Digest stories, all biographies, shcﬁ
~a certain pattern that_shogl@ be noted. The two most popuiar stories used.
© wWere “Angel from lmine" by Robert P. Tfistrgm Coffin about'a voman raising
her family in the frontier islands of !Maine, and "Country Doctor" by Tie Ten

A ]

Craham Rezatto about a midwesterm doctor. Both wrere sst in the early 19@9‘5

-

- énd Weré reminiscent of the participants' early chil2hood da&s. In contrast,
the least favorite story was "Unfcrgattable'Benchleyf by’?bip Comelly
about the work and life of Robért Benchley. -It Wg? a factuél account of

'Benchley's life. Cther similérlycfactual stories~w§re the least preferred,

also. Ail.participants indiceted that they had read every storymweekly no
matter what.if vwas and when they misséd F. séssion, asked for copies of the
storiés they had missed. The Readers’ Digest stories were passed‘on to
other non;groﬁp members, also. lost enjoyed the'sfories because they were.
short ana entertaining, bub one member said she ehjbyed them.because'they
vere lichtimipght and shs could read them while lying flat on her back, thus
supplementing her diet of Guidenosts and fitting into her unusual reading
habits.. -

The Readérama sessions generated discussion not qnly of reading;and

books but also of 1life reminiécences‘and social problems. ‘Readarama
1participants sere ruch too busj to read for long periods of time except as
a means to overcome insormia.” All attendénts fead\the newspaper daily'and
seémad to dismiss that as not really reading. lhgaéines vere not re%?,
however, hecause they were considered to be too expensive. Book choices

- mentioned by members show a preference for short stories or condensations.

. The participaﬁts did not buy books because of the expense."Ihstéad, they

. s .
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world, includinz Carter!s presidency, the energy crisis, and violence.

-8—-

L3

- -

were given books and swapped them with neizhbors, friends, and their
children. Only ore used the public library® others seid it was

insccessible,

In group sessions, each merber reported on her reading in turn. lone
indicated overwhelmins interest in reading what anycne else had read’

primarily each member rsad in her ovm interest arsa. Bach person reported -

her reading, the group generated discussion on the topic and went on to

-

the next topic. A%t first the leader tried to read.end join in the discussion,

but it was apperent that the meribers did not consider the leader a
. . ' / ’
participant. [

The talk stimilated durinz the discussicns vms as interestint as the

revorts on reading. The recurrent topics vere the current state of the

Thile Carter amd the energy crisis iere expected discussion topics, violence

! -
t

with children was a surnrieingly recurrent theme, even before NBU!s : 1

special prograﬁ on violence in late Jamuary, Ail the women were éoncerned_
with child abuse, as vrell as the violence that childrenisee on television.'
The present day life concerns discussed during Readafama wére those of any
active adult women - home, grocery prices, community éctivities, and family

obligations.

Iany more of the group discussions consisted of reminiscences of -the

past. Tvwo members shared origins in Illinois and often discussed events

and places there. Anothsr often reminisced about building her first home

“from the ground ups The members' reminiscences were primarily of young

i
|3

married life, ivhen their children were younge.

4 9
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Regrettably, Reedarars had %o he discontimed March 15 because of lhe
leeder's orevious commitments. In looking hack over Reedarama, several
poirts come to mind. First, the ladies in +the mroup did not have tinme to

read a gréat deal, They read lilze the rest cf the active adults are
p;rceived.to reed, & bit hore and a bit there. The group wvas & mesns of
gotting togethsr with other readers, not a class of thérapy session. Tt vas
a sociel outlet and a way for previously active adults to maintain soms
level of activity and sitructure in their retired-live;. The reminiscences
were the most enjoyable parf of the group for all participants. The ladies
enjoyed sharing memories of their early married lives, and enjoyed explaining
things to the young leadgr who vas treated as a-granddaughter. Hore than
once appreciation vas expressed for the leader's interest in them and in

what they had to say.

. | . . 5 .
The actusel interests of +he perticipants were veried to such a great
bl .

& .

extéﬁt that eny regimentation of-the 3r§57 would have been imnossible. It
is neted that any readinrm grown for heaithy, active aged adults woﬁld have
to Ee'run either és a clasé (vhich this group did not want) or wouvld have
to be very 6pen aud.unstrvctured, as the group vas. Ilo requifements-were

nt on group members in Readarama whatsoever. The few times the leader
p g . i

tried to create structure, participants balled and stafed emphatically that

— ~

théy weren't in school anymore.

Communit§ problems raised drring grenp interactions showed the group
to be "engaged" and very interested in society and current events. Thoy felt
that the elderly co:ld =ive valvable insight to the younger generation on

some of today's social problems. However, they felt that yoting people

were not willing to listen to ‘them or their -advice.
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It Is hard to sey vhe bereritted the rost from Resdarars. Ths

23t, Zut the leader learusd of 1ifs on +the Oklahoms irie, how tc
0 ,

participants enjsyed the social espects and the reminiscencss ebout tho
re

ghuttle coal into a stoker, how to sard a chair, and received lavish veekly
L] -

reinfcroement for being willing to listen and appreciste the interests of

& srall, active group of senifor citizens who are very much alive.

- SUHURY

naedaremu was ostablished for a community retirement cente- in Athe;s,
Georgia. Th: sessioz;s, hela onse hc'ur"‘waeklylfor trelve weels, were attended:
by heelthy and ective slderly women wﬁose ages ranged frem 5¢ 'L'o 75. The
participants were lilelong readers who enjoyed readirz as a hobby and =~
Ieadarum as u scecial outlét. The participants were representetive of the
entirebadult popvlation; not @ subgroup to be labelled "the elderly.”
Reada_rarea poin®s ovt the valus of the reading gf‘oup as an outlet for.
an el:'ét‘:dy“este.blish&;'l L.obby and ez & means of forming social contarts

foir tho retirvce.
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