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The prospect of going back to college can be daunting for baby boomers. To ease the 
transition, the gerontology program at Portland Community College (PCC) in Oregon has 
launched a new peer mentoring program. It hires former and 

current gerontology students like Mark Noonan to provide coaching, 
tutoring, and mentoring to other older students like themselves. 
 “Mentors help take away the fear,” says Noonan. “We help open 
students’ eyes so they have a better sense of what they’re going to 
do and how they’re going to accomplish it.”
 Noonan, a successful high-tech company manager, was 52 
when his wife died, leading him to reconsider his future. He thought 
a second career in helping older people might be a possible road 
to personal fulfillment, so he obtained an associate degree in  
gerontology from Portland Community College. His courses included 
a required “intentional internship” at a local nonprofit group, Elders in 
Action, and after graduation he turned that into a full-time job. 
 The college then recruited him and seven other current and  
former gerontology students to help others follow his path.
 Nearly 40 percent of the college’s gerontology students are 
over 50, and they have more concerns than other students about 
financial obligations, health care and work schedules, says Gerontology Program Director Jan 
Abushakrah, “Because they often think there aren’t available resources, we spend a lot of time 
helping them with scholarship eligibility, free counseling on campus, and affordable housing.”
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Peer Mentoring—By Boomers, for Boomers
Portland Community College / Oregon

Mark Noonan mentors students enrolled 
in the gerontology program at Portland 
Community College.

Location
Portland Community College, 
Portland, Oregon

Mission
To help boomers succeed in the 
gerontology program by employing 
peer mentors to provide support and 
guidance.

Curriculum
Eight peer mentors provide coaching, 
tutoring, and other supports for 
students balancing life stresses and 

college demands, learning in an online 
and blended college environment, 
and managing career preparation.  
The courses are offered at three 
campuses, five centers, and online. 

Number of students
Nearly 40 percent of the gerontology 
program’s 180 students are age 50 
and over. Close to one-third received 
intensive one-on-one coaching and 
tutoring from a peer mentor.

Contact information
Jan Abushakrah
Gerontology Program Director
Portland Community College
Sylvania Campus
12000 SW 49th Ave.
Portland, OR 97219
503-977-4077
jabushak@pcc.edu

Website
www.pcc.edu/programs/gerontology/
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Pathways to Encore Careers: H0w 10 Community Colleges are Preparing Boomers for Work

 As a result of the mentoring, more students complete the program and more experienced 
adults make successful transitions into encore careers in gerontology.
 The college used word-of-mouth, the program listserv and information tables at events to 
find mentoring recruits, then trained them. Now the mentors provide students with one-on-one 
counseling, coaching and referral services as needed. 
 Peer mentoring is a natural evolution of the help and services teachers and administrators 
were already offering students on an ad-hoc basis, Abushakrah says. “We built on what the 
faculty were already doing, but were hard-pressed to find enough time to do. Now we’re able to 
support students who might otherwise have drifted away.”
 It’s catching on. Students from other departments 
on campus are eager for similar peer mentor models to 
be developed in areas like nursing and in professional  
certificate programs. As Abushakrah puts it, “There’s a 
magic that happens when students realize, ‘I own my  
education. I’m doing this so I can achieve my goals. And I  
have someone who cares, coaching and helping me.’” n
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Program director Jan Abushakrah (left) and gerontology instructor 
Linda Weiner with peer mentor Mark Noonan. 
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