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“There’s so much loneliness in America these 
days. It’s a really debilitating thing for many 
people,” says Jeffery, a retired professor and 
Nesterly host who has lived in his home for 50 
years. “Just in terms of your own spirit, it’s a 
good thing to have other people, and particu-
larly younger people, around.” 

Nesterly charges a nominal fee and vets 
potential renters. Renters and hosts work out 
prices and details. Since the website’s debut the 
network has grown exponentially, with thou-
sands of users making connections on the site. 
Marcus says she has received more than 3,000 
inquiries from other cities and officials wanting 
to set up Nesterly in their communities. 

That’s part of the plan, Marcus and Goor 
agree: “We want to work with cities to make 
housing accessible and safe,” says Marcus, “and 
also take care of the generation before us.” !

Noelle Marcus and Rachel Goor, MIT urban 
planning graduates turned business partners, 
wanted to put their skills to use in addressing 
two national housing crises: the paucity of 
affordable housing and the financial difficulties 
faced by older people who want to stay in their 
own homes. 

The result: Nesterly, a website that connects 
older people who have rooms to spare with 
young and lower income people seeking 
medium-term affordable housing.

 Launched in 2016, in partnership with the 
city of Boston, the service stems from the chaos 
of Hurricane Sandy, which hit the northeast hard 
in October 2012. Marcus noticed that Airbnb 
was asking its hosts to house people whose 
homes were in danger from the storm. 

“We are sort of like Airbnb but designed 
specifically to help people,” Marcus explains. 
“We think of Nesterly as helping societal 
stability. It’s clear that a lot of people can benefit 
from additional income and social connection, 
and young people can help out in exchange for 
lower rent.”

 Ryan, a graduate student and Nesterly renter, 
lives with Sarah, who has lived in her Boston home 
for three decades. “My friends are very jealous,” 
she says about having a helpful housemate.

O r Re’em, an award-winning pianist 
pursuing a master’s degree at the 
Cleveland Institute of Music, sometimes 

misses what he calls the “tribal” nature of his 
native country, Israel, where large family gather-
ings were a regular part of his life. So when the 
institute’s admissions office told students about 
a program allowing them to live at a nearby 
retirement home, he sensed it could be a fit. 

As an artist-in-resident of Judson Manor, a 
senior living complex in Cleveland, Ohio, Re’em 
has his own apartment alongside 300 house-
mates who range in age from their early 60s to 
more than 100. He receives free room and board 
in exchange musical performances, helping with 
errands and socializing with elderly neighbors.

“For me, it’s very natural,” he says. “I was very 
close with my grandparents before they passed 
away, and I used to go along with my mother, a 
geriatric nurse, to see patients.” 

Started in 2010 by a Judson board member as 
a way to address the housing shortage at the 
institute and enhance the lives of Judson’s 
residents, the program has been an enormous 
success — with at least four times as many 
applications as open spots. A key reason: Judson 
Manor weeds out applicants who are simply 
looking for a free apartment and accepts those 
who genuinely want to be part of the community. 

Rethink Student 
Housing
Some talented college students  
are living the life of retirees

 Judson Manor resident Laura Berick with her 
young friends and housemates, pianist Daniel 
Parvin and violinist Tiffany Tieu.

 A vocal performance 
major at Drake 
University, Gabby 
Clutter lives cost free in 
a nearby senior citizen 
community in exchange 
for two recitals a 
month. About her 
neighbors, she says, 
“The residents are my 
friends and mentors.”

Rethink What Makes a 
Great Roommate
One-third of households will be headed by 
someone 65 or over by 2035. Half of those 
people will be living alone (or maybe not)

Studies show there are physical and emo-
tional health benefits for older adults who 
interact with younger people. That benefit works 
both ways. In addition to financial relief, stu-
dents like Re’em find intellectual conversation, 
new perspectives and caring relationships that 
can ease the stresses of school. 

When not at the music institute, Re’em walks 
the dog of a Judson Manor neighbor, practices 
his music in the elegant rooms of the former 
luxury hotel, dines with his older friends and 
performs as often as he can for the facility’s 
appreciative audiences. His only complaint is 
that he can’t perform for his housemates more 
often. But he understands. “The residents have 
regular concerts with great artists here,” he says. 
“And they are very busy.”

Following in the footsteps of Judson Manor 
and a handful of other intergenerational housing 
initiatives in the U.S. and abroad, Deerfield 
Senior Living in Des Moines, Iowa, launched a 
program in 2015 with nearby Drake University. 

“We’re not pioneers,” says Deerfield’s execu-
tive director, James Robinson, “but it was 
something we felt passionate about.” The 
student selected by Deerfield receives a free 
apartment and meals — along with an indoor 
parking space, a big plus during Iowa winters — 
in exchange for two recitals a month. 

Artist-in-residence Gabby Clutter (pictured), a 
vocal performance major, says she has gained 
confidence from performing for Deerfield’s 
residents. 

“It’s great to see younger people change their 
perceptions of older people — that we don’t just 

sit around in wheelchairs, but have very busy 
lives,” says resident Alsie Fitzgerald, who adds 
that she especially enjoys serving as a sounding 
board and friend. When Clutter brought her 
boyfriend to meet her housemates, “we 
approved,” says Fitzgerald, “but we probably 
would have told her if we didn’t.” 

That approval made things easier at a New 
Year’s Eve gathering, when Fitzgerald sat next to 
Clutter and her boyfriend, a night the septuage-
narian recalls as magical. 

“She just brings that ray of sunshine,” 
Fitzgerald says of Clutter. “Here was this young 
couple alongside us, enjoying themselves, 
having a great time. It was marvelous.” ! 


