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Today’s kids can have long – and pricey –  Christmas wish lists: Play Station, Wii, computer, cell phone, iPod … There’s a gift out there, though, that many kids don’t even know they need.
 
You.
 
Thirty minutes is all it takes to change the life of a child through Massillon City Schools’ new program. Project MORE stands for Mentoring in Ohio for Reading Excellence. Funded by a state grant, the program matches volunteers with students with learning disabilities. The goal is to significantly increase reading skills, and see a greater number of them pass the Ohio Achievement Tests.
 
Mentors don’t need to have a background in education, said program coordinator Debbie Wolfe. They’re given brief but thorough training and provided all the tools needed to work with struggling students: lesson plans and materials, detailed activities, even a script if requested.
 
“It may sound more intimidating than it is,” Wolfe said. “If you’re here reading to and by a child, you really can’t make a mistake.”
 
While on the surface the half-hour sessions build reading fluency and comprehension in students, there’s more going on than meets the eye, volunteers say. Not only does the student markedly improve academic skills, his or her self confidence skyrockets; not to mention the bonds being formed between mentor and mentored.
 
“As they evolve into great readers, you build a relationship that is truly special,” said Linda Miller, a retired teacher who is a Project MORE volunteer.
 
At Bowers Elementary, Project MORE participants planted a tree in honor of one of their adult volunteers. Bob Cassie, a retired professor, had found a place in the hearts of his mentored students before he succumbed to a heart attack last month. “He’s probably in heaven,” one of his students said.
 
Herb Peterson retired two years ago. He sold power tools for a living. Now, once a week he mentors kids. “You really have that one-on-bond,” he said. “The kids just soak it up, and you can really see them evolving into better readers.”
At Franklin Elementary, Washington High students are among the volunteer force of retired teachers, current district staff members, members of area churches, business leaders, and parents. The WHS mentors are role models, Principal Mike Medure said. “They are showing they value education by working with our students. Our kids put extra importance on it because they’re saying, ‘Wow, even these older kids are helping me.”
 
“They not only get one-on-one attention,” said parent volunteer Heidi Peck, “they get a lot of confidence, and they get a friend – someone who’s on their side.”
Volunteers are needed at every school, with the biggest void at Bowers Elementary. The only requirement for presenting this gift to Massillon students is willingness to show up consistently. That, and a passion for helping kids.
 
For more information, please call 330-830-3906 ext. 56162 or email dwolfe@massillon.sparcc.org.
