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READING DOWN THE AGES 

A community learning and bibliotherapy project initiated by the Wexford Reading Circle and Wexford County Council Public Library Service and supported by the County Wexford Vocational Education Committee.  

The project was facilitated by Wexford writer, Jim Maguire in 2003.

Executive Summary & 

Recommendations for Phase II

PROJECT OUTLINE
A pilot community reading project for older people was provided in six locations throughout  2003. Weekly or fortnightly, poems, short stories and prose pieces around 18 selected themes were read aloud and discussed with groups of older people. Participants were members of the public who joined 3 library groups, and participants in 3 Day Care centres. 
Every effort was made to match the materials with the interests and abilities of the participants.  As little pre-judgement as possible as to what kind of material might be suitable was involved.  Enjoyment and enthusiasm were to be the watchwords.  At the same time, risks were taken and the programme aimed to be as broad and adventurous as possible.  Although reminiscence would be a feature, this was not a reminiscence project: the more important goal would be to generate and renew enthusiasm for reading among older people and, by introducing a wide range of suitable material, to allow participants to decide for themselves what value, if any, reading might take on in their lives.  

Reading material was selected by the facilitator, assisted by library staff.  In time the participants’ contribution grew.  Each participant was given a copy of each piece selected: wherever possible print was enlarged to assist the reading.  

Communities and Venues

The criteria for selection of community venues were: 

(i) that a clear need could be identified for the mental and emotional stimulus which might be provided by a reading session 

(ii) that the day-care centre be within reasonable reach of a library so that it was practical to sustain the sessions after the life of the project 

(iii) receptiveness of day-care personnel to previous library projects at their centres 

(iv) logistical convenience for facilitator of moving among venues.
The participating venues were St. John’s Day Care Centre in Enniscorthy, St. Bridget’s Day Care Centre in Wexford town, & the Day Care Centre associated with New Houghton Hospital in New Ross
The three main public libraries in County Wexford -  Enniscorthy, New Ross and Wexford  - were identified as being obvious choices for the library element of the project.  There was a focus on attracting non-users. 

PROJECT OBJECTIVES 
Following the pre-planning period, the preliminary objectives of the project were revised and clarified as follows:

Day-care element:

· To add enjoyment to people’s lives by promoting the pleasure and adventure of reading.

· To foster mental and emotional well-being through the stimulus of books and reading.

· To provide access to lifelong learning through reading.

· To raise awareness of library services and encourage future borrowing

· To provide a library resource for running sessions in different venues in the future

· To otherwise promote the sustainability of the project.

Library element:

While many objectives between the library and day-care elements were overlapping, the library element aimed to attract older people to the library rather than bring the service to those who, for a variety of reasons, could not come to the library.  The different objectives of the library element from the day-care element were:

· Among older people, to attract new or lapsed readers.

· To promote book borrowing and awareness of library services

· To enhance the service to older people and thereby raise the profile of the library in the community.

· To promote underused back-stock.

· To encourage the participation of more men in library events.

· To be as adventurous and wide-ranging as possible in the selection of material.

· To suggest potential areas where library stock might be strengthened for older readers.

Guidelines

Guidelines were drawn up with regard to the content and requirements of individual workshops and how the programme could be expected to flow.

The project aimed to achieve a minimum of seven-and-a-half hours of tutoring per-week for the duration of the sessions. Individual sessions lasted 60 to 90 minutes, and usually covered about 6 pieces.  As the programme developed, for some groups more local material was incorporated. Particularly in the local studies area, local historians were invited to meet the groups and share their research and writing experiences.  In other cases a guest musician was invited as a highlight.

ACHIEVEMENTS
The quantitative achievements, overall,  recorded were 

Day-care element:

Basic information

35 sessions held / 36 planned: 

16 participants per session (excluding day-care personnel), with an age range of 

 70 – 80 & average ratio of men to women: 2:7

Average duration of session: One hour & average length of time spent by facilitator at venue: 90 - 100 minutes per session

Average percentage of day-care attendees who attended sessions: 83%

Average reading experience (as perceived by day-care staff): 43% were seen as regular readers, while 13% were said to never read.

Reading achievements

Total number of items read: 135

Total number of writers covered: 126

Average number of items per session: 6

Percentage of items by non-Irish authors: 17%

Breakdown of reading material by genre:

· Poetry & light verse 33%; 

· memoirs 18%;

· local history 16%; 

· folklore 16% 

· essays 8%; 

· Short stories 7%; 

· novels 2 %.

(The results here refer only to the number of items and not to the duration of each session occupied by a particular form.)

Average percentage of photocopied sheets retained by participants after session: 40% approx. (This became difficult to measure as, increasingly, day-care staff retained all sheets for use with other groups using the centre on other days.)

Reading requests

Total number of requests: 12

Requests for a specific work:   1

Requests for a specific writer: 2

Requests for material on a specific topic: 9 – mainly local interest
Participation of day-care staff

Average active attendance per session by day-care staff: 1

Average casual attendance per session by day-care-staff: 2 - 3 

Others

On average, of all participants, a core group of around 70 percent attended all, or a majority of the sessions 
Total number of visits by writers/musicians: 3

Library element

25  sessions held as planned

Average attendance per session: 8 with an age range of  60 - 70 yrs (estimated) & average ratio of men to women: 1:6

Average duration of sessions: 90 minutes

Total numbers of items read: 68 & Total number of authors: 61

Breakdown of reading items by genre: 

· poetry & verse 35%; 

· memoirs 17%; 

· local history 10%; 

· folklore 10%; 

· short stories 12%; 

· novels 6%; 

· essays 6%; 

· oral history 3%

Percentage of items by non-Irish authors: 38%

Average number of items per session: 6

Number of requests: 5

Average percentage of participants who retained materials after session: 90%

Average percentage of participants who were not regular library users: 20%

Average percentage of newcomers per session: 15 -20%

Overall the pilot was a success.  Details relating to individual venues and workshops are available in the main report.

ACHIEVEMENTS AGAINST OBJECTIVES

Day-care element

√
To add enjoyment to people’s lives by promoting the pleasure and adventure of reading     Day-care staff in Wexford and New Ross reported that 80 - 100% of participants actively looked forward to the sessions while the comparative figure for Enniscorthy was 60-80%. In all venues, day-care staff reported that 60-80% of participants discussed the sessions after they were finished.

√
To foster mental and emotional well-being through the stimulus of books and reading    Though difficult to gauge, there is little doubt that this goal was met.  Staff in Wexford and Enniscorthy believed that sessions contributed significantly to the mental well-being of the participants, while in New Ross the effect was seen as moderate.  The majority of the participants closely followed the reading materials during the readings and even those who did not read were, for the most part, highly attentive.  

√
To provide access to lifelong learning through reading

This goal was achieved -- although this project should only be regarded as an initial step in that process.
√
To raise awareness of library services and encourage future borrowing.

While awareness of library services was raised to a limited extent, there is unlikely to be any noticeable impact on future borrowing.  For that to occur, a more systematic and long-term approach towards day-care centres would be required by the library service.

√
To provide a library resource for running sessions in different venues in the future.

This has been among the most concrete achievements of the project.  One of the main findings has been that older people with little reading experience are encouraged to read when the subject matter concerns familiar people and places: nearly everyone was eager to read about the district or parish where they lived or grew up.  The challenge here was to assemble good quality material that engaged the senses, intellect and emotions and which did not get bogged down in sentiment.  

√
To otherwise promote the sustain ability of the project
Given the number of weekly sessions and the large amounts of time required by research, too little time was available to promote sustainability. However, the success of the reading sessions at the initial stage was a prerequisite for generating enthusiasm for the project among day-care staff, and this, to a large extent, has been achieved.  It is expected that more direct efforts to sustain the project will be made during the next phase.  In two of the venues (Wexford and Enniscorthy), however, attempts were made by individual day-care staff to replicate the sessions with other groups.  It is encouraging that this took place without the prompting of the facilitator or library management.

Specifically:

By using a reading-centred approach that would keep older people engaged with the present and also encourage them to look to the future.

While the approach was consistently reading centred, it proved difficult to keep participants focused on the present for any length of time.  However, this has turned out to be a more complex issue than it originally appeared and basic questions are raised about what is meant by keeping someone’s attention in the present.  Where the present may offers little attraction, reviving memories of the past would seem to be more than simply a form of escapism but an essential part of survival.  Healthy reminiscence -- reminiscence which engages the intellect and the senses and which facilitates a clear, untainted view of the past -- should be both liberating and energizing    In that sense, it was considered a misguided goal to believe that a project such as this can be conducted without reminiscence being a central feature.

√
By providing opportunities for interaction and discussion within individual groups    The majority of participants contributed to the discussions at some stage or other, though discussions tended to be dominated by a core group of 30-40% 

√
By providing opportunities for reminiscence

√
By fostering a critical approach to reading material   Little progress was made in achieving this objective and discussions conducted from a critical approach usually did not go anywhere.  

√
By introducing new authors to participants as well as reawakening interest in known authors   To properly measure this, more research would have been needed on the previous reading experience of the participants.  However, it was clear that the vast majority of authors were new to the participants. 

X`
By offering as wide a range as possible of reading material    This was not achieved to the desired extent.  The range of materials was wider in the initial sessions of the project than in the later stages.  Once a sense of reading preferences had been established in each venue, it became more difficult to take risks with the material.  The majority of participants, particularly outside Wexford, were not in the habit of reading and it seemed preferable that they should be nurtured with material they would enjoy rather than being presented with material which, however interesting, they were likely to find less stimulating.  Some risks were taken, some of which paid dividends.   At times, the selection of material was unavoidably compromised by the shortage of research time due to the large number of sessions.

X
By encouraging residents to make requests for specific reading items or topics    Relatively few requests were made, possibly partly due to the relatively low level of previous reading experience among the participants.  Although the possibilities offered by the Internet to trace poems from stray lines or phrases were introduced from time to time, this did not seem to register and there was only one request for a forgotten poem based on a remembered line.  The bulk of the requests were for material about people’s own parishes or places of residence.
√
By recording how sessions went and how participants reacted to particular items

√
By providing such additional activities as would add enrichment or stimulation to the sessions

Library element

─
Among older people, to attract new or lapsed readers    The achievements here were modest.  Sessions, while well attended, did not attract significant numbers of non-library users. There was little publicity of the readings outside the libraries.
─
To promote book borrowing and awareness of library services      Again, it is likely that the achievement here were modest due to the relatively small numbers of participants involved.

√
To enhance the service to older people and thereby raise the profile of the library in the community.    Enhancement of service has been the main achievement of the library element. People spread the word of the project.  Copies of reading materials have been passed on to young and old alike.  

X          To promote underused library back-stock


X
To encourage participation of more men in library events

√
To be as adventurous and wide-ranging as possible in the selection of material     Balance caused a varied and challenging programme, though not always wildly adventurous.  

√
To suggest potential areas where library stock might be strengthened for older readers.

IMPACT

This project had a highly positive impact on older people in all venues. In every session,  there were always a number of people who came alive in memorable ways.  At its most basic, most people seemed lifted out of the ordinary by the very act of communal reading and, in some cases, by the simple sense of accomplishment of reading a piece from beginning to end.  While some of the participants seemed to have a relatively low level of concentration outside the group, they were able to sustain concentration for quite long periods when something of interest was being read in the group.  The ability of the sessions to facilitate people’s concentration on a single task for extended periods should not be underestimated.

The sessions also made available good quality material that was rooted in the participants’ own cultural experience and was richly conveyed in the language of their own place.  This had a deeply affirming effect on the individual, particularly among older people who are at a time of life when validation of their own past experience becomes important.  
Impact on day-care staff

Day-care staff are constantly busy and, except for Wexford where circumstances were exceptional, few were able to find time to sit through an entire session. However, the project has significantly raised awareness of the potential of reading and the library service among day-care staff.  Two out of the three venues experimented with running their own sessions and all three venues are very eager for the project to resume.   

In the absence of a management policy towards the sessions, some staff seemed nervous of getting involved or becoming too committed in case the project should abruptly cease. 

Impact on the community versus impact on book borrowing

Realistically, the majority of participants will probably never visit a public library and many, sadly, will never read again beyond the life of this project.  In that sense, the project -- at its current scale -- is unlikely to increase book borrowing or contribute in any significant way to the numbers of people who come into the libraries.  However much that may be the case, the benefits to society in terms of providing a quality of life for older people are considerable, especially when compared with the cost of providing the service.  The fact that for many this will be their only concentrated exposure to the written word (and in some cases, the only exposure) only highlights further the importance of the service.  It is therefore necessary to regard the project as being significantly more than an exercise in reader development.

Library element

The principal impact of the library element has been the improvement of the library service provided to older people.  People enjoyed the sessions.  They found themselves becoming interested in writers and forms of writing that they would not have considered previously. They enjoyed hearing pieces being read aloud and inflected and said this made them read more closely.  Photocopied material used in the sessions took on a value and was passed-on. Bonds developed within groups. Though reading was the central element, at times the group took on the intimacy of a safe haven.  

LESSONS LEARNED 
· Groups should have no more than 12 participants.  

· Groups are not homogenous.  Reading materials need to try to accommodate this variety. Participants with lower levels of reading experience respond best to material which features familiar people and places, particularly their own locality.

· In advance of sessions commencing, guidelines should be agreed upon with day-care staff to ensure the smooth running of the session.  This include accommodation and staff support issues. 

· The facilitator must allow preparation time for practise in reading aloud as well as general research and familiarity with the material.  This can be time-consuming.

· Skill is required in managing the session which must include sensitivity to communication issues and any impinging health or environmental issues.  For the purpose of selecting appropriate material, times needs to be spent getting to know participants on an individual basis.  

· Events or activities which broaden the reading experience, such as visits by authors and musicians, are highly worthwhile.

· For the library element, sustained contact and promotional work with target groups in the community is necessary to attract non-library users.   

· Considerable time [2 hours management for 1 hour contact] must be allowed for management issues outside the group contact hours. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
Day-care element

1. The structure of delivery should amended to provided smaller blocks of reading sessions to different groups over different days.

2. The physical presence of library books and the possibility of participants borrowing books in conjunction with the sessions should be encouraged.  Suitable reading materials need to be packaged to facilitate easy provision of sessions

3. To sustain the readings beyond the life of the project, greater emphasis will need to be placed on identifying and training suitable people to facilitate the sessions.  

4. Special events, e.g. author visit, trip to a local theatre, should be incorporated. 

5. A higher degree of objective evaluation is recommended. 

Library element:
1. ‘Taster’ sessions outside the library should be organized to attract non-users.

2. Special events should be added to  broaden the experience. 

3. Library reading groups should be cultivated as a source of potential facilitators for sessions in day-care centres or in the private homes of housebound older people.   

4. Library sessions would benefit from a higher level of ongoing publicity.    

5. For the purpose of sustainability, library staff should be integrated more into the project.

END

� Phase II did not proceed due to the non-availability of a facilitator. 
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