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PAGES FOR ALL AGES

Children ask for help all the time – 
help undoing an extra tight knot 
in their shoelace, help pouring 

juice from a heavy jug into a small cup, 
help sounding out the name of the ani-
mals featured in their zoo picture book. 

Adults on the other hand, we hesitate 
to ask for help. We’re supposed to have 
it together and already know what to do 
and how to do it. It seems like to older 
we get, the more difficult it is to ask for a 
little support to figure out a task. 

For the grandparents enrolled in 
SOWN’s Philly Families Read Together 
(PFRT), however, offering and receiving 
guidance is all a part of their learning 
process too. PFRT is an early learning 
program for grandparents raising or 
caring for their grandchildren (ages 3-8) 
in which grandparents build learning 
tools and resources – with the benefit of 
peer support – allowing their families to 
share in literacy and learning together. 
Through the skills and resources gained 
from the program, grandparents can 
help their grandchildren develop the 
learning foundation they need as they 

progress through school. “Ultimately, 
the goal is to prepare young children for 
school by getting them excited about 
learning” said SOWN’s Family Literacy 
Educator, Jessica Begley (MSEd) 

Reaching such an important goal is no 
easy task for families, and the effort was 
made more difficult by the abrupt shift to 
virtual learning imposed by the COVID 
pandemic. Ollie Tansimore, Jr. recalled 
his difficulty trying to get his six-year-
old granddaughter to focus and engage 
with her learning materials. “Her mind 
wanders a lot,” Mr. Tansimore said as he 
explained his granddaughter’s distraction. 
Gail Pryor, who also has a six-year-old 
granddaughter, was stuck on ways to 
encourage her granddaughter to try read-
ing on her own. Martha Hackett, who has 
three young grandchildren, ages three, 
five, and eight, struggled with her comfort 
showing her one grandson how to use 
the computer. She reflected, “I think I felt 
worse because I was the person he came 
to, but I couldn’t help him.” 

Ms. Hackett’s troubles didn’t stop at 
the home computer. Her one grandson’s 

learning experience was overshadowed 
by bullying at school. In describing the 
family's challenges, Ms. Hackett shared, 
“Not knowing the correct way to help 
him because he was very behind...I 
learned that you build...I didn’t know 
that and I was probably flooding a lot of 
things, maybe before he was ready for 
them. That for me was the worst part.”

In their search to help their grandchil-
dren’s early learning, all three grandpar-
ents found their way to SOWN’s PFRT 
program. Mr. Tansimore was a partic-
ipant in another SOWN program and 
was an early joiner to when the program 
first launched in the spring of 2020. Ms. 
Hackett attended one of Ms. Begley’s 
outreach presentations and was struck by 
Ms. Begley’s personality. 

She noted that SOWN’s Educator 
seemed, fun, open, and friendly. “It 
makes a difference,” said Ms. Hackett. 
Ms. Pryor learned about the program 
through another PFRT participant 
and decided to join a group meeting. 
“It sounded like something I wanted 
for my grandchild,” she noted. Ms. 
Begley shared that PFRT’s curriculum is 
centered around three themes: 

1. Literacy at Home (grandparent as    
teacher, grandchild as learner);

2. Literacy at School (grandparent as 
advocate, grandchild as student) and

3. Literacy in the Community (grandparent 
as guide, grandchild as explorer). 

Within these themes, grandparents 
learn skills to promote building blocks of 
literacy in their families, as well as how 
to strengthen their own digital literacy 
skills. “We use these themes to help 
the grandparents think through their 
ongoing role as ‘Literacy Champions’ 
in the lives of their grandchildren,” Ms. 
Begley explained. 

Knowing how difficult scheduling 

can be for grandparents with caregiver 
responsibilities, PFRT offers a hybrid 
model, with both in-person and virtual 
meetings via Zoom so grandparents 
from all over the city can participate. 
This hybrid model extends to the 
curriculum’s Interactive Literacy 
Activities (ILA), which serve as intergen-
erational events that bring grandparents 
and grandchildren together for fun 
literacy adventures. PFRT participants 
also receive books and other learning 
materials so they can grow their own 
home library.

Since joining PFRT, Mr. Tansimore, 
Jr., Ms. Hackett, and Ms. Pryor are 
embracing their new learning tools and 
enjoying breakthroughs in their grand-
children’s development. Mr. Tansimore, 
Jr found some relief learning that his 
granddaughter's distracted behavior was 
typical of child her age and now knows 
that he can roll with the distractions to 
keep the learning going. Mr. Tansimore 
and his granddaughter are growing into 
their own reading team. He said, “It’s 
motivated me and [my granddaughter] 
to read together. Before we go to bed, we 
have to read. And that really made me 
happy...and when I get tired and I don’t 
want to read, she forces me!” 

Ms. Hackett’s grandson continues to 
progress as he catches up to his devel-
opmental level. “It’s a big difference,” she 
remarked. “He feels more confident...he 
knows his letters; he knows his words. 
And they call him the ‘Math Man’ now 
and his chest sticks out with that.” She 
added, “I don’t think he would be where 
he is without the additional help at home.” 

Like Mr. Tansimore, Ms. Pryor and her 
granddaughter are turning into a dynamic 
reading duo. She said, “It brought more 
consciousness to us doing things together 
actively, and that she reads along in a 
fun way when we’re playing games or 

SOWN’S INTERGENERATIONAL PROGRAM HELPS SENIORS AND 
CHILDREN LEARN – AND TEACH

By Lori Latimer

Grandfather and granddaughter explore the Franklin Institute’s 
interactive Crayola exhibit in August 2021

SOWN’s Family Literacy Educator, Jessica Begley, MSEd, 
shares story time with PFRT grandchildren during a 

pre-COVID session at a free library branch.  
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Q: I’m not an anti-vax person. I 
believe in science and I believe 

that my chances for contracting a more 
severe form of COVID are lessened if I 
have the vaccine. But since the disease is 
99% survivable, it seems odd to me that 
we should be forced to get inoculated. 
Especially since the vaccine doesn’t stop 
you from getting sick or spreading the 
virus anyway. A person should have the 
choice to rely on their natural immunity, 
Athena. Change my mind.  – Doubting 
Thomas on Midvale

A: You say you want me to change 
your mind, so I will take you at 

your word even though you come across 
very confident in your stance. No doubt 
you’ve done your research! Unfortunately, 
science gets outdated maddeningly fast – 
and twisted very easily in the telephone 

TAKE THIS JAB AND SHARE IT

game of social media. Numbers matter 
but not without context. Allow me to take 
a stab…

Misinformation Alert:  The “99% 
survivable” rate you’re quoting is techni-
cally accurate but very misleading. “Case 
Fatality Rate” is a statistical figure, not to 
be confused with mortality risk, which 
varies from individual to individual, 
depending on a age, health history and 
even where you live. 

COVID has been a leading cause of 
death in the US this year, surpassing 
even cancer and heart disease. This goes 
for all age groups – including children. 
All kinds of conditions can be contribut-
ing factors, like obesity, asthma, diabetes, 
high blood pressure, etc plus external 
influences such as pollution to health-
care options. Fun Fact: Philadelphia is a 
high-risk city along with Detroit, Miami, 
New Orleans and Baltimore. 

Reality Check #1: Vaccines work even 
if they’re not perfect. While vaccinated 
individuals can still be infected, their 
chance of needing hospitalization 
is almost nil: 95% of all COVID 

hospitalizations in PA this year were 
unvaccinated people, and 97% of the 
deaths. As for transmission, it’s true that 
vaccinated people can spread COVID, 
but not nearly as bad as 
unvaccinated people. 

Reality Check #2: There is NO natural 
immunity to COVID. That’s what a 
“novel” virus is – a pathogen humans 
have never encountered, against which 
our bodies have no defenses. The only 
way to gain immunity from COVID is to 
either get sick or get stuck. 

If you don’t care about yourself, at least 
think about the strain on healthcare, 
not just the resources per ICU patient 
in isolation but this drain affects other 
care. People have died from preventable 
illnesses, just trying to find a hospital 
bed. COVID is tied to literally thousands 
of other fatalities. 

Legal Precedent: The government 
has been issuing vaccine mandates since 
George Washington’s army received 
mandatory smallpox injections during 
the Revolutionary War. In 1905, the 
Supreme Court declared that munici-
palities had similar authority over their 
residents to prevent the spread of con-
tagious disease. Today in Pennsylvania, 
every schoolkid needs to be inoculated 
against tetanus, diphtheria, measles, 
polio, chicken pox, Hepatitis B… and 
most likely now COVID-19. 

Evidence: Vaccines are ridiculously 
safe. Reactions are rare and overdosing 

on antibodies isn’t a thing. Numerous 
reports of people accidentally receiving 
4, 5, even 6 times the proper amount – 
one woman even had a whole vial! – and 
the worst side effects were a painful 
injection site and flu-like symptoms 
(which can be caused by a normal dose, 
as well). 

Over 190 million Americans have 
been fully vaccinated – across all genders 
and ethnic groups, with remarkable 
success. It’s safe for pregnant/nursing 
women and, in fact, there are no known 
medical conditions where the possible 
side effects of the vaccine would out-
weigh the risk of COVID. If you’re still 
hesitant, please see this post on nwlocal-
paper.com, where I’ve linked to a variety 
of sources from the media spectrum. 

Finally: you know these shots are 
FREE, right? In many cases you can just 
walk right into a CVS or Walgreens, even 
Costco and Shoprite have pharmacies 
read to stab you with the good stuff. 

If anything I’ve said has convinced you 
to get vaccinated, please tell a friend or, 
better yet, all your friends. Help spread 
the word that we can all make a differ-
ence in getting this public health crisis 
behind us.  — A

About Athena: When she’s not advising 
mortals, Athena spends her time on earth 
in NW Philly with her family and a day 
job where she’s paid to tell important 
people what to do (naturally!).

Whatever it is, she’ll think you 
through it. Send your questions to 
askathena@nwlocalpaper.com.
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A BUSY
FALL
FOR THE
FRIENDS

Back by Popular Demand: Brick
Fundraiser for Falls Library
The Friends of the Falls of Schuylkill Library is again
offering PERSONALIZED BRICKS for the Library's
Garden Walkway. Become part of East Falls history
with your purchase.

Bricks are $100 each

Bricks can be personalized with the name of your
family, loved one, friend, pet, favorite author, book,
store, etc. Be creative!

Just in time for the holidays, or anytime, this is a
meaningful and lasting gift or tribute. For more details
and to order, visit eastfallslibraryfriends.org or find an
order form at the Library. Pay with PayPal.

The Library is the Heart of East Falls
Falls of Schuylkill Library | 3501 Midvale Avenue | 215-685-2093

 

Also on the Friends Fall agenda:

Friends Annual Meeting and Architectural Talk 11/10 @
7 PM EST

Featuring a talk by distinguished architect and East Falls resident
Ellen Prantl on the history of the Falls Library, an original Andrew
Carnegie branch now celebrating its 108th year. Visit the Friends’
website at eastfallslibraryfriends.org for the Zoom link. (Co-
sponsored by the East Falls Historical Society.)

watching TV.” Ms. Pryor also shared that 
when her granddaughter has playdates 
now, she loves to pull out her books and 
read aloud to her friends.

Learning in a group of their peers has 
felt significant to PFRT’s grandparents. 
“I can’t imagine not having this to 
come to,” said Ms. Hackett. She talked 
about how hard it was for her to seek 
help with aspects of the technology 
necessary for her grandchildren’s school, 
which seemed easy for other people 
to master. Ms. Hackett entered the 
program thinking she was getting help 
for her grandson, “...but I’ve had loads of 

support myself.” 
Mr. Tansimore felt similarly about 

his learning journey, commenting, “I 
like that it brought other grandparents 
together. We’re all here for each other.” 

For Ms. Pryor, the growth she’s 
experienced with the other grandparents 
has extended to her neighborhood. 
While she has always made sure to serve 
as a welcoming and positive influence 
for the children in her community, she 
feels she has more to offer now. “I’ll give 
them food,” she said. “And now I can 
give them books.” For the grandparents 
in PFRT, asking for help no longer feels 

like an admission of defeat. It’s a way 
for them to learn and grow together, 
empowering them to write a new chapter 
in their family’s story. 

Join the Program!
If you are a grandparent raising or caring 
for a grandchild (ages 3-8) and would 
like more information about enrolling in 
SOWN’s Philly Families Read Together, 
contact Jessica Begley at jbegley@
sown.org or call 215-487-3000, ext 24. 
If you would like our program to hold 
an info session for your community 

group or event, contact Jill Smith, 
PFRT’s Outreach and Administrative 
Coordinator at jsmith@sown.org or call 
215-487-3000, ext 24. 

Lori Latimer, MSW, LCSW is SOWN’s 
Director of Programs. Her social work 
background includes housing and 
homelessness, trauma-informed care, 
and geriatrics.


