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In 2017-19 Hearts and Hands participated in the Aging by Design program sponsored by the Health Foundation 

for Western and Central New York. During the planning sessions,  volunteers told us they wanted to have in-

person updates about Hearts and Hands and information on a variety of senior- related topics to help better 

serve our care receivers. We’ve scheduled the following Volunteer Town Halls in response to this request.  

Thurs., Oct. 3 St. Leo the Great 885 Sweet Home Rd, Amherst Consumer Protection, Center for Elder 

Law & Justice 

Thurs., Oct. 17 Salem United Church of 

Christ 

114 Morgan St., Tonawanda Elder Abuse, Erie County Protective Ser-

vices for Adults  

Fri., Oct. 18 St. John the Baptist (School) 2021 Sandridge Rd., Alden The Signs of Hoarding, Clinical Social 

Worker Erie County Medical Center. 

All Town Halls will be held from 2:30 to 4:00 pm.  Each will include an opportunity to meet our new Executive 

Director, Aaron Carlson. We will share agency updates and have a speaker of interest.  Refreshments will be 

served and a door prize given out.  For more information and to register for one or more of the Town Halls 

please talk to your coordinator or Heidi at 716-406-8311 ext. 103. 

 

 

Goodbye Kathy Oczek, Welcome Aaron Carlson 

It is an honor to serve as the Board Chair of Hearts and Hands. It is a 

remarkable agency doing extraordinary work in the community, and I 

have met many outstanding people who work hard to fulfill its mis-

sion. One of them is, of course, Kathy Oczek, who has been our Execu-

tive Director the last three years. When there were hard times, her 

intelligence, humor and grace have led us to better times. She has tru-

ly been a joy to work with. As she leaves us to begin the next stage of 

life,  I wish her all the best, with both a tear in my eye and a smile on 

my face. 

I’d like to extend a warm welcome to Aaron Carlson, Hearts and 

Hands’ new Executive Director. Aaron brings new eyes and new ener-

gy to advancing our mission. I look forward to exciting times ahead as 

we seek solutions to serving the community in ever more creative 

ways.  

Pat Watson, Chairperson, Hearts and Hands Board of Directors 

EYE HEALTH 

Have you been putting off a visit to 

your eye doctor?  Now is the time to 

call for a ride.   

From May 15 through October 31 each 

care receiver will be able to receive 

two rides for eye care that will not 

count toward your four rides per 

month limit.  All rides MUST be sched-

uled through your coordinator to be 

eligible for this promotion. 

This promotion is possible because 

Hearts and Hands has been selected to 

receive an ITNAmerica “Trusted Trans-

portation Partner” grant, with support 

from Regeneron Pharmaceuticals.   

These grants go to 

well-respected non-

profits to support 

rides to medical eye 

care appointments.   

Last month, Hearts and Hands had a change in leadership.  Kathy Oczek 

retired as Executive Director and Aaron Carlson began.   

Kathy and her husband Paul (a Hearts and Hands volunteer) will be moving 

to N. Carolina to be closer to their daughter and grandchildren.   

Prior to joining Hearts and Hands as the new Executive Director, Aaron 

worked at the Dale Association in Lockport. 

See messages from Kathy & Aaron 

on pages 6 & 7 



 

 

We need your feedback  
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Your opinions are very important to Hearts and Hands.  Our annual care receiver 

and volunteer surveys were mailed out in late August.  This year’s surveys include 

important questions as Hearts and Hands moves forward including: 

 What services are most valuable to care receivers 

 Would care receivers be willing to pay to receive more than four services per 

month 

 What types of events/activities would volunteers like to 

participate in 

 Are there incentives that would encourage volunteers to 

take more rides/services 

If you haven’t already, please complete and return your 

survey.  If you’ve misplaced yours please ask your coordi-

nator to send another one out to you. 

Your feedback will help Hearts and Hands to better serve 

you as we move forward. 

Care Receiver &  Volunteer, 

Joannie Gagola, Helping With 

the Survey Mailing 

 

 

 Message from Aaron Carlson  

Howdy everyone! The fall time is one of my favorite seasons because of all the beautiful colors that I get to see 

while driving or enjoying hot apple cider out on the porch. The changing of   colors reminds me of the transition be-

tween seasons, but most importantly reminds me that change is positive. I am honored to have been selected by 

your board of directors to carry the torch as Kathy transitions into retirement and enjoys her new endeavors.  

Over the last several weeks I have had the distinct privilege of meeting with members of the 

staff who serve you. The team at HNH has demonstrated great passion for your mission by 

building strong community connections where neighbors serve neighbors across Erie & Ni-

agara counties. I look forward to continuing to work with them to strengthen our communi-

ty.  

What an inspiration it has been to also meet with some of our care receivers, volunteers, and community partners 

who make up our network. I want to share a story about a member of your family at HNH. Maryellen was a care re-

ceiver who needed our services in 2012 after having back surgery. Her husband had passed away and she needed 

assistance with cleaning her home and making follow-up appointments for her surgery. We connected Maryellen to 

a neighbor in Akron who could help. There was an amazing spark of camaraderie between Maryellen and her new 

friend. This spark inspired Maryellen to give back in one of the most philanthropic ways imaginable and that was 

becoming a volunteer for HNH where she too could and has made a significant impact on the neighbors in her com-

munity.  

Those beautiful trees with fabulous colors on them in the fall that I enjoy, remind me of the  network we’re building 

together at HNH. We have a sturdy tree and each of you are a beautiful leaf on that tree. The spark between you—

our care receivers and volunteers and the impact you have on one another as we build a strong network of commu-

nities where neighbors help neighbors will inspire me through our journey together. I am looking forward to leading 

the change with all of you and together we’ll ensure that we grow beautiful leaves on the foundation that Mary Ann 

Pula, James Bender, and Kathy Oczek has cultivated with you all.  

My door is always open. Please feel free to stop in any time to say hi or brainstorm ideas on how we can continue to 

cultivate, sustain, and grow HNH. I’d also like to invite you all to consider your ability to support HNH—whether it’s 

becoming a volunteer yourself like Maryellen, encouraging a friend,  family member, or coworker to volunteer, or 

providing financial assistance. We value the talents, time, and treasure that we all bring to our network of neigh-

bors. If you can help us expand our network of volunteers, please reach out to Eugene our Senior Volunteer Engage-

ment Manager at (716) 406-8311 ext. 102. If you’d like to discuss other ideas on how we can keep the beautiful 

leaves on our tree growing and turning colors, give me a holler at ext. 108.  

Grace and Peace,  

Aaron Carlson, Executive Director 

 



 

 

Message from Kathy Oczek  

"If you can't feed a hundred people, then feed just one."   Mother Teresa  

Mother Teresa’s comment is especially appropriate for the mission of Hearts and 

Hands.  We can’t do it all, but we can do something.  We strive to enhance the lives of 

our elderly neighbors, one person at a time. 

Most people just share quotes about kindness and generosity on Facebook.  But the 

volunteers of Hearts and Hands “walk the talk.”  The caring relationships that grow 

between care receivers and volunteers at Hearts and Hands are inspiring.  Messages 

of appreciation are never-ending. 

I’d be remiss in not giving similar accolades to the board of directors for their leader-

ship, support and vision, and our outstanding staff, who give 110% every day of the 

year to make life better for our aging neighbors.     

It’s impossible for me to express how deeply I love the mission of Hearts and Hands 

and all the people associated with it.  I’m so grateful to be ending my career in West-

ern New York by having served as it’s Executive Director.  It’s been an honor and privi-

lege to meet and work alongside you.   

Our elders might need an arm to lean on during their life journey.  The Hearts and 

Hands family exists to extend that arm to help.   I’ll forever be profoundly affected by 

those who “walk the talk.”   

Kathy Oczek, Former Executive Director 

From left to right -- Aaron Carlson, 

Edward Rath,  Pat Watson, and 

Kathy Oczek 

At the Hearts and Hands picnic Erie County Legis-

lator Edward Rath presented Kathy Oczek with a 

Proclamation citing her career in service to Buffa-

lo and Erie County.  It also highlighted her accom-

plishments as Hearts and Hands Executive Direc-

tor. 
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Sleep Health  

University at Buffalo researchers Drs. Tomita and Xu are looking for Hearts and Hands volunteers and care re-

ceivers for a new research project.  This project will help them learn about the effects of using voice command 

technology (e.g., Echo, Alexa, etc.) to reduce feelings of social  isolation and loneliness in people who do not 

drive. We are looking for four Hearts and Hands volunteers and 20 care receivers.  The volunteers will learn how 

to use the technology and then they will train four to five care receivers in the use of the technology.  Devices 

will be given to all participants without charge.  

If you would like to be involved in this research, and have internet access at home, please contact Aaron at 716-

406-8311 ext 108 or by email at acarlson@heartsandhandsfia.org.    

Getting a good night’s sleep is important throughout our lifetime.  Our sleep needs change from birth 

to young adulthood, decreasing until we level off at about 7-9 hours when we reach about age 18.  

We continue to need 7-9 hours of sleep per night for the rest of our lives. 

Sleep architecture changes as we age.  Research comparing brain scans of young and older adults 

show that seniors often take longer to fall asleep, they are also likely to spend less time in deep sleep, 

experiencing more frequent night time awakenings, and early awakenings.  Chronic health conditions, 

medications and emotional health can also cause problems with sleep.  And sleep problems can also 

make health problems worse. 

 Reduce stress levels. 

 Follow a consistent sleep schedule. 

 Stay hydrated and eat nutritionally balanced 

meals 

 Exercise during the day. 

 Get natural sunlight in the morning. 

 Limit daytime napping. 

 Minimize the fall risk in the bedroom. 

 Keep the bedroom dark, cool, and quiet. 

 Follow a bedtime routine. 

 Take a warm bath or shower at night. 

 Avoid electronics in the evening. 

 Avoid fluids late at night. 

 Remain calm during nighttime awakenings. 

 Talk to your doctor about any sleep problems 

Summarized from information on www.tuck.com 

14 Tips to Improve Your Sleep 

Volunteers and Care Receivers Needed for New UB Research Project 



 

 

 
Our Volunteers, Care Receivers & Staff members have 

been active in the community  

Tree Decorating at 

Christmas in the Park, Alden 

Cinco de Mayo Lunch,  

Clarence 

Caregiver Canine Enrollee at 

Dog Days of Kenmore 

Sue Wade has been volunteering with 

Hearts and Hands since 2016.  She enjoyed 

a sky diving adventure this summer. 

Volunteers and care receivers enjoyed the 

Hearts & Hands picnic at the Mennonite 

Church in Akron 

 

 

The Benefits of Volunteering  
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Hearts and Hands Welcomes the Calamar Residents 

to our Family 

Scientific American (May 21, 2019) reported on research in the US and in Great Britain that found vol-

unteering  may help alleviate loneliness and its related health impacts.  This is especially true for the 

growing senior population.  The article reported that volunteering helps for several reasons. It’s a 

meaningful way to connect with others and make new friends.  Volunteering can make up for the loss 

of meaning that commonly occurs with loneliness. This makes sense, given our deeply rooted need for 

belonging. Loneliness and isolation can lead to cognitive decline, such as memory loss. But people who 

regularly engage in mentally stimulating activities build up more neural connections and are more re-

silient to symptoms of Alzheimer’s. So, volunteering is one way to stay engaged and stimulated, rather 

than isolated and lonely, and thereby protect against cognitive decline. 

Locally, University at Buffalo researchers Drs. Tomita and her students interviewed 68 Hearts and 

Hands volunteers.  They found that two years of volunteering significantly incases all aspects of quality 

of life (life overall, health, social relationships, home and neighborhood, psychological and emotional 

well-being, financial circumstances, and leisure and activities) and definitely decreases a depression 

level, if exists.  

Dr.  Tomita wants to thank all of the volunteers who talked with her students over the past few years.  

Your participation are adding to the research on the benefits of volunteering. 

Hearts and Hands is excited to announce a new pilot program with Calamar 

Independent Living Communities. Residents at Calamar who still drive their 

own vehicles have been recruited to drive their neighbors to medical appoint-

ments and run errands. This partnership allows seniors who no longer drive the 

ability to get to important medical appointments, go shopping or even get to 

worship services. The best part is that the care receiver is has a companion 

who is a friend or neighbor from their own building. Getting out, socializing and 

feeling independent are the positive results of this collaboration. Volunteer 

drivers love the program because they receive mileage reimbursement, are 

covered by supplemental insurance, and work with a Hearts and Hands Coordi-

nator, who handles all the arrangements. At a recent volunteer training held at 

the Senior Village a new volunteer stated, “It makes the process so easy be-

cause  now when my neighbor down the hall asks me to take them to an ap-

pointment, I am relieved knowing my cost for gas is covered and that I have 

additional insurance coverage. I also feel good about helping my friends and 

neighbors.” This pilot program allows Hearts and Hands to assist more seniors 

in Erie and Niagara County.  

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Mark_Leary2/publication/15420847_The_Need_to_Belong_Desire_for_Interpersonal_Attachments_as_a_Fundamental_Human_Motivation/links/5b647053aca272e3b6af9211/The-Need-to-Belong-Desire-for-Interpersonal-Attachments-as-a-Fundame
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Mark_Leary2/publication/15420847_The_Need_to_Belong_Desire_for_Interpersonal_Attachments_as_a_Fundamental_Human_Motivation/links/5b647053aca272e3b6af9211/The-Need-to-Belong-Desire-for-Interpersonal-Attachments-as-a-Fundame
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23362501

