Learners to Leaders:
     Civic Engagement of Older Adults Initiative
Report Executive Summary

Adults 55 years of age and better are America’s fastest growing
and most significant human resource for creating the future
we envision to keep our communities genuinely vital.
The Montgomery County Foundation, Inc. has undertaken a comprehensive direct service project, initiated and funded by an Atlantic Philanthropies grant, focused on changing how the community perceives the skills and experiences of individuals 55-plus. The principal objective is to create a paradigm shift from the traditional perception of older adults as a population of need, vulnerability and net resource consumption to one which recognizes their voluntary efforts as a critical asset for community improvement and enrichment.

It is intended that this initiative will also establish an ongoing corps of voluntary leaders committed to changing community perceptions and to viewing aging populations as a precious resource by developing, testing and disseminating programs and strategies that deploy experienced adults to address priority community problems and needs. 

Phase One of The Learners to Leaders: Civic Engagement of Older Adults Initiative instituted the study and asset-mapping of the community and Phase Two introduced a preparatory pilot stage that acted as a trial for early assumptions. Phase Two chose to target the linking of this vital human support with the needs of nonprofit organizations dedicated to low income residents and to creating increasingly effective roads to sustained self-sufficiency for the most economically vulnerable members of the community.

The foundation partnered with Coming of Age at The Intergenerational Center at Temple University Critical for the training aspects of Phase One. Critical to the pilot was the design and presentation of a training session for prospective volunteers, 55-plus, interested in playing a leadership role in the capacity building of local agencies. Also key was the facilitation of a highly interactive, three-day training series for regional nonprofit organizations designed to attract and retain older volunteers to community service. Post-training both parties were brought together for a “matching” event and ongoing project analysis and evaluation.

Phase Three focuses on the development of a Civic Engagement Task Force and the formal implementation of a refined training model that will test the validity of the lessons learned earlier. The first Task Force project has been chosen as a the result of a pervasive, key finding of the Phase Two pilot wherein the need for regional nonprofit organizations to institute formal volunteer management structures and procedures in order to take best advantage of the assets and resources of older adult volunteers was made clear by all stakeholders. The Task Force will in time also identify and address the collaborative resolution of a wide range of identified community challenges such as the creation of a region-wide arts council, the tackling of urban planning and environmental concerns and perhaps the exploration of early childhood and new immigrant literacy issues.

The Montgomery County Foundation is confident that the evolution of the Civic Engagement Task Force will mark a crucial turning-point in the support of the ongoing capacity building of the region’s agencies and institutions and the care with which the myriad calls for specific attention to community needs are met. The reputation for bringing together the best the 55-plus population has to offer – intellectually, professionally, personally, politically and socially – combined with a strong will to be a meaningful part of the solution is certain to render a blueprint for positive social change in Montgomery County and beyond.

Please call (610)313-9836 or email mcfoundationinc.org for:
· More information on volunteer opportunities for those 55-plus;
· Training sessions for individuals and nonprofit organizations;
· Interest in becoming a Civic Engagement Task Force member;
· How to support the Learners to Leaders: Civic Engagement of Older Adults Initiative, financially or otherwise.

