Akvile Willliams

Final reflections 

I came to my CIS102 T class having no idea what to expect. It was a requirement and I took it. Little did I know this class had much more in store than the syllabus could ever describe. It had in store an opportunity for us, the students, to create our own experience, while learning and teaching the elderly. It truly gave us an opportunity to learn and grow not only as students but as people as well.

I chose Henry street settlement as my community partner. From day one we saw that there would be challenges along the way. But challenge is the best part of learning, because if you don’t let it stop you, you can learn even more. Henry street community is an old settlement, that has been constantly shrunk by the government, who is trying to take over the buildings the residents reside in, forcing them to leave their apartments, and move in with family members. The community is a very low income one, and has been losing a lot of free programs it used to provide for residents from the area. As there is a computer lab, it only had about eight computers, on the Madison St building that I worked in. Initially, we were supposed to work with individual clients, but challenges had delayed the time, the computers could be brought in to the clients homes. So we decided to do the best we can, teaching the elderly that simply came to the lab.
My first day was great, I met Barbara. We introduced ourselves and got to work. Email was our target. She had a Gmail account before. She had forgotten the password, but we were able to figure it out. When we did, she seemed to have problems just composing a message. There were too many advertisements that seemed to distract her. She said:” There were too many things going on”. So I decided to show her a few other options like hotmail and yahoo mail. She liked the layout of yahoo, and felt more comfortable using it. So we created her email account. She was very excited to be able to write a letter to her daughter. Her daughter lives in Brooklyn and I as we got to know each other better I asked her if she didn’t want to be closer to her daughter, she said she loved Manhattan, she has lived here all her live and would never want to give it up for anything. Being able to come to the Henry settlement meant a lot to her. It has become her way of socializing since, her mobility decreased and she want able to travel as much as she used to. I taught Barbara Guilbe multiple things. She was also very keen to know how to play games online. She was excited and surprised how many great games we could find. She did very good too. 

As the weeks went by, I met a few other people that I helped as they wished. I met Sushila. I taught her how to play solitaire. She was extremely discouraged because, the first two times she played, she lost. But I told her there’s a possibility you will lose some games, but I showed her a few tricks how to avoid that and she was so happy. She realized she wasn’t doing anything wrong, which was her biggest fear ( even turning on the computer) – that she will break it. We climbed that”wall”, and she was actually enjoying learning, rather than just using it for things she already knew how to do. I told her there was no reason to fear to learn more, because we all learn everyday, even if we think we know enough.

As the time was closing in to the end of the semester, we conducted interviews to get some insight. We realized that the elderly are interested in learning more about computers and how to achieve what they wish while working on them. They just need support, encouragement and guidance. They told us:” We don’t want to go to classes and we don’t want to read multiple books how to perform tasks. We just want someone to show us and guide us through simple steps”.  A lady from another center at St Jubilees made us all laugh when she said: “ I consider myself smart, but if I get lost, I need a little help, because otherwise I’ll be running like a wild horse with no direction.” I think it’s easy to assume what we think the elderly need and know. But the best thing to do is first get to know them, see what they like, where they come from, what their needs and wishes are and most of all work with them and not just try to educate and teach them. We have to be patient so we can encourage them to be patient, when they get frustrated. 
This has been a very challenging class, but the pivotal moment for me was absolutely the day we had a “thank you” party for our seniors. I’ve been inspired by their stories and learned to be patient, encouraging, supportive, kind and understanding. But the greatest reward was their gratitude and most of all their confidence to continue to learn and pride what they have learned already. We were very proud of each and one of them. Our goal was to teach them, but we ended up inspiring them to want to learn more with passion and excitement. The sincere smiles and kindness was humbling. This class has an amazing goal and hopefully everyone took an advantage of it. We helped and inspired the elderly as much as they did for us as well. I would be happy to continue to work with the seniors at the same settlement. I believe it’s an amazing program that should be permanent in the community, considering the fact, that they have lost so many activities, since government started taking away free programs they were used to be a part of.  It’s been an extremely positive experience I will never forget. I’ve been inspired to become more involved and be a part of communities in need and volunteer my time and knowledge. Being a part of this class we were able to be the teachers, but in the end of the day were the ones who learned more from the seniors than we could imagine. 
