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Nearly ten years ago, The Jessie F. Richardson 
Foundati on’s (JFR) president, Dr. Keren Brown Wilson, 
saw a picture of an elderly woman being taken to a clinic 
in a wheelbarrow. When she asked about the picture, 
Dr. Martha Pelaez, then head of the Pan American 
Health Organizati on’s secti on for Elders in Lati n America, 
said, “Let me take you to see conditi ons for elders in 
Nicaragua.” Aft er visiti ng Nicaragua, the 2nd poorest 
country in the Western Hemisphere, several ti mes, 
Keren thought about how JFR could do more. Keren 
described a plan to her board to create an initi ati ve that 
would address immediate needs, build capacity, and 
create sustainable soluti ons to support indigent elders. 
It was a great idea, but quite overwhelming given JFR’s 
limited resources. 

One of the biggest diffi  culti es that the JFR Foundati on was faced with was how to allow the resources that we had to go as 
far as they possibly could? We had to get others involved in this vision that had begun to develop in the mind of Dr. Wilson. 
The fi rst group that came to mind was that of college students. During this period in the lives of many college students, 
they are trying to fi gure out exactly where they fi t in this world, and how it is that they view it. If JFR could create a life 
altering, or defi ning, trip for these young people, then perhaps more and more of them would devote themselves to this 
issue of Global Aging, especially in the developing world. Also, if we wanted to create change, we had to fi rst create the 
opportunity for a paradigm shift .

With this in mind, Keren Wilson approached two Deans at Portland State University in 2002. They were Marvin Kaiser of the 
College of Liberal Arts and Sciences, and Larry Wallack of the College of Urban and Public Aff airs. They were immediately 
interested and asked for Keren to formulate a plan to get their students involved in her vision. So she approached 
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Margaret Neal, Director of the Insti tute on 
Aging at PSU, who was also quite intrigued 
and asked, “When do you want to do this?” 
Keren’s immediate reply was, “Next term!” 
The two of them then got to work, creati ng 
what they hoped would be that paradigm 
shift ing experience, and the next year, the 
fi rst nine students from PSU took the plunge 
and headed to Nicaragua. Since that fi rst 
trip, more than 100 students from Portland 
State University have had the opportunity 
to experience the 2nd poorest nati on in the 
Western Hemisphere. The groups that have 
gone down to Nicaragua from PSU have 
involved majors in Gerontology, Community 
Health, Urban Planning, Social Work, 
Engineering, Biology, Spanish, and other 
disciplines.

Alan DeLaTorre, fi rst a student with the 
program at PSU and now a faculty member 
in the Insti tute on Aging, has been with 
JFR since the very beginning of our Service 
Learning trips. “I have had the tremendous opportunity to grow from being a student within 
the program to a coordinator and traveling faculty member.  The service-learning model 
that remains central to the PSU program has brought together two important aspects for 
each group that has traveled to Nicaragua: fi rst, we are able to engage in projects that have 
a tangible outcomes, like the bott le house and raised-bed garden projects; second, the 
capacity building that occurs over ti me with our Nicaraguan partners aims to sustain positi ve 
community growth through educati on, training and awareness.  Overall, I am able to see 
the results of both types of projects and I believe that they both have incredible value to 
the Nicaraguan communiti es that we are serving, and the students who are traveling to 
Nicaragua each year.”

The students have had the opportunity to work in places known as hogares, or assisted living 
homes for the elderly, as well as hospitals and smaller health clinics. They have been able 
to build structures, educate and treat the sick, and create lasti ng partnerships in the various 
communiti es in which they have worked. Each year students in health related majors have 
led training for professional caregivers who work in the hogares and collected informati on for 
the Ministry of Health of Nicaragua. Engineering majors have had the opportunity to partner 
with Engineers Without Borders as well as local contractors and architects on multi ple building 
projects such as the constructi on of water towers with a capacity of 10,000 liters and a house 
made from 1-liter plasti c bott les fi lled with sand. They were also able to reinforce the roof of 
one of the hogares to help it stand up to the storms of the rainy season and the earthquakes 
that plague the Central American country. Students have created documents in Spanish that 
will conti nue to teach elders about how to bett er care for themselves, stressing the issues 
of chronic illness and preventati ve health. These students have done a wonderful job of 
building capacity, teaching elders to bett er care for themselves, as well as create sustainable 
soluti ons to supporti ng the indigent elders of Nicaragua.. 
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In 2006, we had the opportunity to add another school to the JFR family: Pacifi c University. Amber Black, a student who had 
been one of those fi rst nine students from PSU in 2003, was a graduate student at Pacifi c University and proposed a similar 
project there. The students from Pacifi c also went on to work in the hogares, but as medical consultants. Majors such 
as Occupati onal Therapy, Physical Therapy, Dental, Physicians Assistant, Pharmacy and Optometry (through the Amigos 
program) have all been represented on their trips. The faculty is so dedicated to the country that they come back year 
aft er year to lead these trips and get as many students involved as possible. This winter, Tiff any Boggis, an Occupati onal 
Therapy professor will be spending a large chunk of her sabbati cal in Nicaragua doing research and working on her Spanish. 
Tiff any has greatly appreciated the trips and their impacts on Pacifi c University students saying that, “Parti cipati on in the 
Nicaragua project is a tremendous learning experience for health professional students at Pacifi c University. Students 
report improved ability to work in an interprofessional team, greater understanding of how to coordinate community 
resources and greater interest in volunteerism to promote social justi ce for marginalized populati ons.” This December we 
will be taking 19 Pacifi c students from four diff erent disciplines down to work with our elders.

By 2009, there had become an increased appeal for nurses to come down to Nicaragua to run health clinics. To this end, 
Keren Wilson turned to Concordia University and their nursing program. Concordia has a very strong emphasis on service 
leadership to transform society, so they seemed to be a promising candidate for this kind of trip. The idea was pitched to 
President Chuck Schlimpert and by the next summer, a group of Concordia students joined the ranks of service learning 
students to work with people who were in a state of incredible need.  

In the year 2000, there were about 42 million people aged 60 and older in Lati n America and the Caribbean. It is esti mated 
that by 2025, that number will increase to just over 100 million. Global Aging is a very serious issue that must be addressed, 
and soon. By getti  ng these young people involved, this next generati on, we can insti ll in their hearts and minds that an 
aging populati on can simply not be forgott en. This will be a problem not only in the developing world, but here in the 
United States as well. This is why creati ng those sustainable soluti ons, especially those that can be replicated outside of 
Nicaragua, is so important. 

One of the most important aspects to doing any kind of work in Lati n America is building relati onships. Before any kind 
of task can be accomplished, one has to create something meaningful and lasti ng. The students who have been traveling 
down to Nicaragua for the past seven years have done an absolutely amazing job of not only creati ng personal relati onships 
between themselves and the elders of Nicaragua, but have been ambassadors for JFR, their universiti es, Oregon and the 
United States. They have made signifi cant inroads in transforming elder care in one of the poorest nati ons in the world. 
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The Jessie F. Richardson Foundati on (JFR) is a 501(c)3 private charitable operati ng organizati on whose mission 
is to improve housing and long term care services for older adults, both in the United States and abroad. JFR 
is committ ed to approaches that enhance internal capacity and promote sustainable soluti ons to problems 

adversely impacti ng the quality of life of elders. 
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Without their help, ingenuity and love, it would have been next impossible to accomplish these triumphs.

Melissa Canon, currently a Community Development and Gerontology Doctoral student at PSU, traveled to Nicaragua in 
2009 and can att est to the life changing eff ects that walking into this type of environment can have. “I feel enlightened 
by the strength and determinati on of Nicaraguans, and throughout the experience I identi fi ed new and unexpected ways 
that my team was learning from them and helping to serve their communiti es. I believe that the trip demonstrated the 
inherent value of a service-learning program and was a reminder to all that even though a program such as this has its 
inevitable challenges, many opportuniti es and benefi ts can be realized with enough eff ort.”

Looking back at these past triumphs, at the JFR Foundati on we are very excited for the future. In January 2011, we will 
be making our fi rst foray into the realm of “Voluntourism” with Portland Community College and Life by Design NW. A 
combined group of students and non-students will be traveling to Nicaragua to work with the elders and fi nd out how 
they can bett er be involved with JFR and its eff orts. We are currently working to open up new partnerships with other 
universiti es as we expand our focus and acti viti es in Nicaragua. We hope that some of these partnerships will be more 
business-oriented in order to create programs that can help us to make the homes more sustainable with new and 
innovati ve approaches to purposeful profi t. Finally, JFR has a vision for bringing universiti es and non-profi ts together in a 
consorti um to reach out to other desperately poor locati ons to bring long-term relati onships. With this interdisciplinary 
approach, resources can go much further and the impact that they can have as a group would greatly outpace anything 
that they would accomplish on their own.

In 10 years, JFR has worked with 4 universiti ti es to send more than 200 students to work with elders abroad. In the 
coming year, we will be launching a program in the Applachia area of the United States.  If you are interested in 
partnering with JFR for a service learning program, please contact Keren Brown Wilson at: kwilson@jfrfoundati on.org. 


