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INTRODUCTION 
 
When I started getting involved in this project, I was by far the most 
inexperienced person in the apprentices team, as I came from a teaching 
background and had never been involved in working with people with dementia. 
Certainly, having read Remembering Yesterday, Caring Today. Reminiscence 
in Dementia Care and having attended the RYCT two-day training course gave 
me a glimpse of what to expect, but attending the sessions has been the real 
eye-opener. It has been intense and sometimes mentally exhausting, there has 
been moments of enjoyment and also difficult ones, but the important thing is 
that it has been a fruitful experience, full of learning and self-discovery. These 
are my reflections about how I have experienced the project and what I have 
learned from it. 
 
1. WHAT IS ENTAILED IN: 
 
(A) MAKING THE ACTIVITIES RELEVANT AND ENJOYABLE FOR GROUP 
PARTICIPANTS  
 
Making the activities relevant 
 
• The historical context 
 

 
 
A reminiscence session is a journey into the past and, obviously, a good 
facilitator should be familiar with the cultural references of other times. This 
involves quite a lot of research, especially if you belong to one of the youngest 
generations, like some of the apprentices, or come from another country, like 
me. In fact, when older people find out that you share one of their references, 
they are both surprised and pleased.  
 
Actually, one of the most exciting aspects of this type of work is the immersion 
in history. I have found especially useful the reading of Andrew Marr’s The 
Making of Modern Britain. I have also benefitted a lot from reading the Age 



Exchange books edited by Pam Schweitzer. For instance, during the Winter 
Warmers session, when somebody pointed out that you could cover yourself in 
brown paper to get warmer, one of the persons with dementia turned to me and 
said that the grease was disgusting. I knew what she was talking about, as I 
had read in one of these books (Can We Afford The Doctor?) that people 
covered themselves in goose grease and brown paper to fight colds, so I could 
follow her train of thought. 
 
One thing we should take into account is the fact that the people who attend the 
sessions may come from different generations and their references might be 
very different. In the Camden group, as it happens, we had people in their early 
seventies like Lynn and people in their nineties like Hermione working together.  
 
• The geographical and cultural context 
 
The rich multiculturalism of London is present in the reminiscence groups and it 
is important to acknowledge and celebrate this diversity. A good example was 
the Christmas and Hanukkah session, in which June explained how to stuff a 
goose for the Christmas dinner and Shirley taught us how to cook latkas, a 
typical Jewish dish. 

 
• The personal context 
 

 
 
It is essential to find out as much as possible about each person’s life in order 
to make the activities relevant and also to be ready in case of possible negative 
experiences. Here the role of the carer is essential: they can provide us with 
key information through previous interviews and they can also collaborate in the 
gathering of objects that may help trigger memories.  
 



For instance, during the debriefing of the first session it was revealed that one 
of the participants had had a difficult childhood. This allowed us to be ready to 
address this issue with tact and care.  
 
Also, along the project the persons themselves give us clues about their 
interests, and we must be ready to use this information to motivate them and 
build up connections. For instance, in the first session we became aware of how 
important it was for Tom to be an Arsenal supporter, so one of the volunteers 
brought him a book about the history of the team.  
 
Making the activities enjoyable 

 

 
 
Along the project, several people mentioned that they had tried other group 
activities unsuccessfully and had finally found in RYCT something they really 
enjoyed. This was the case of Lynn, Hermione, and Shirley, for example. All of 
them pointed out that they liked the reminiscence activities because it was fun 
and they were not asked questions, something they found really distressing. I 
would like to share two reactions that made me reflect about the enjoyment of 
reminiscence.  
 
The first one took place during a class taught by Pam Schweitzer at Greenwich 
University. After watching some footage of the Weddings session in Camden, 
one of the students commented that the acting of the wedding was too chaotic 
to be performed in front of other people.  

 



 
 
The second reaction took place during a scene of a wonderful play, Finding Joy, 
written and performed by Vamos Theatre Company. Here the protagonist, an 
old lady who lives with Alzheimer’s, remembers how she used to feed the ducks 
with her husband. She is then joined by her teenage grandson, who offers her 
some popcorn. She takes the bag and starts throwing the popcorn at the ducks 
that live in her memory. The grandson does not know what happens but he 
starts playing with her and they end up laughing and throwing the popcorn at 
each other.  
 
The student did not understand the main purpose of reminiscence, which is not 
to produce something that can be assessed. The wedding was chaotic because 
everybody was immersed in it, acting as if it was a real wedding, and principally, 
having fun. The boy, on the other hand, really got the point: he did not question 
her grandmother; he just joined in the fun.  
 
 
 



Reminiscence provides a safe failure-free environment where the people with 
dementia can reminisce without questions, just letting memories flow. They are 
not judged or assessed and this is why they like coming to the sessions. 
 
(B) GOOD USE OF THE CREATIVE ARTS 

 

 
 
 
When using creative arts, it should be born in mind that each person is naturally 
inclined to communicate in a certain way. For example, there are people who 
are more physical and feel more comfortable with mime or improvisation, others 
express themselves better through writing or prefer the spoken word and, 
finally, there are persons who flourish when playing music. This is why it is 
important to give everybody a choice when carrying out an activity; for instance, 
act a memory or draw a picture with the help of a volunteer or play music to 
accompany a performance.  

 

 



 
Creative arts can give the person with dementia the opportunity to shine, 
something that unfortunately, does not happen in their everyday life. For 
instance, Trudy is a real comedian and she really knows how to tell a story, 
Tom can sing, Ludwig can dance, John S. can play the piano, Hermione is a 
master of improvisation (offering herself to resuscitate Pam, making the toast 
during the Celebrations session), John N. is a talented storyteller and can also 
perform, Shirley can write nice stories and people marvel at Lynn’s scrapbook.  
June has also the gift to make people laugh and even Lucy, who is very quiet, 
can tell a good story while a volunteer draws it for her. They showed all these 
talents during the sessions but we never asked them to do anything, it just 
came naturally to them. This is what makes RYCT different. 
 
2. THE SKILLS THAT A GROUP LEADER NEEDS, COMMENTING ON YOUR 
STRENGTHS AND AREAS WHERE YOU NEED TO DEVELOP YOUR 
SKILLS AND / OR CONFIDENCE FURTHER 
 

 
 
A great group leader should be a person who can focus on the group and, at 
the same time, on the individual. Designing, selecting and delivering great 
activities is a skill which is more focused on the group as a whole; sensitivity to 
people’s feelings or problem solving abilities are more focused on the individual. 
 
A group leader should be able to design a session plan that can be attractive 
enough to engage everybody, something which requires endless creativity. This 
is probably my strongest point. I find it really easy to come up with ideas for the 
sessions, probably because this is the strongest connection with my work as a 
foreign language teacher.  
 



 
 
Once the activities have been designed, it is necessary to have flexibility and 
capacity to improvise during their implementation. Sometimes a non-verbal 
activity turns into a verbal one; often an activity takes longer than expected; 
occasionally, an activity has to be changed on the spot or even discarded. This 
is something teachers do every day and I think it is another point I have in 
favour.  
 
Another important characteristic a group leader must have is the capacity to 
give instructions clearly, concisely and in a way that can be understood by 
everybody. Also, a group leader must be able to project the voice and be heard 
by everybody without shouting. I would probably benefit from doing some work 
on voice projection, especially as many of the people who attend the RYCT 
sessions have hearing problems.  

 

 
 



One of the things I have learned by observing the development of the 
reminiscence sessions is that a group leader should have a special sensitivity to 
people’s moods. A competent group leader must be able to detect if somebody 
in the group is feeling sad, tired or in need to talk just by looking at them. This is 
a kind of special sensitivity that can be acquired through experience, but some 
people are more empathic by nature. For instance, during the debriefing periods 
after the sessions, I was always impressed by Reena’s comments about the 
people’s feelings and reactions, especially when she talked about Tom. I feel 
that this is a point I really need to work on.  
 
Another important skill a group leader needs is the capacity to be aware of what 
is happening in every corner of the room at any given time. Most of the people 
may be enjoying an activity but there might be a person drifting off just because 
they do not understand the instructions or they just can’t hear what is being 
said. A good group leader should be able to bring this person back into the 
group. This is also something that comes with the experience and I think it is a 
skill I will naturally develop with time.  

 

 
 
The next skill a group leader needs is the capacity to gain everybody’s 
confidence: persons with dementia, carers, representatives of social agencies, 
volunteers and apprentices. A reminiscence group is a melting pot where it is 
impossible for everybody to have all the information. Sooner or later there is a 
moment when we just have to put our faith on the leader. Otherwise, it is 
impossible to make progress. Pam is an excellent leader in this sense and she 
has given proof of this all along the project.  
 
A skill that is directly linked to the previous one is the capacity to solve problems 
swiftly and smoothly. This is especially important taking into account that the 
families with people with dementia are going through an especially sensitive 
and trying time in their lives. Once again, Pam is a master of this skill and there 
is a lot to be learnt from her about this matter.  



Having said all this, my conclusion is that there is not a fixed model of 
perfection; our aim should be to give our best by making the most of our 
personal skills and not be afraid of failure, which is the RYCT spirit, after all.  
 
3. HOW TO WORK WITH PEOPLE WITH DEMENTIA SO AS TO SUPPORT 
THEIR WELL-BEING AND MAXIMIZE WHAT THEY GET FROM THE 
PROJECT  
 

 
 
Each person with dementia is different, not only in the way they are affected by 
the illness, but also in their perception of the world and the vehicle that is more 
suitable for them to express their feelings and memories. Also, how a person 
feels may vary enormously from one day to another depending not only on his 
or her own health but also on the events that may affect their lives. Still, there 
are things we can always do to make them feel happier and more comfortable. 

 
The initial conversation is really 
important. It is a real warm up 
because the participant may not 
recall something in that moment, 
but this information might come 
back later on during the session. 
For example, John N. did not 
remember his wedding presents 
when he arrived at the Weddings 
session, but he was able to share 
this information during the whole 
group activity that took place after                     

the tea break.  



 
 
During this conversation we can start using multi-sensory triggers such as 
images (the photos of the actors and actresses used in the cinema session), 
objects to manipulate (the toys in the Childhood session) or props to wear (the 
scarves, hats and buttonhole buds in the Weddings session). Of course, these 
triggers can be used at any moment during the session. We must not forget 
how evocative food can be (the cheese and soup of the Winter Warmers 
session) or songs (Lucy enjoyed Danny Boy with closed eyes, It happened in 
Monterrey was especially meaningful for Ludwig, and Good King Wenceslas 
represents Hermione’s Christmas memories). These triggers allow people to 
reminisce in a natural way, without having to recur to questions that remind 
them of the tests they often have to undergo. 
 
What makes RYCT different is the fact that the focus is on what the people can 
do, not what they can’t. And the only way to discover their abilities is to give 
them the space and the confidence to show them by themselves. For instance, 
during the first sessions, Shirley was quite confused and she often thought that 
her son Fabien was her brother. She also felt quite shy. However, she had a 
breakthrough during the Starting Work session, when she was able to write a 
coherent narration of her experience as a bank clerk. Shirley is a good example 
of how people with dementia can progress immensely if they are listened 
without being questioned. It is true that she carried on mixing up his son with 
other members of her family, but this happened less and less often and she 
was even able to confess to Alex that she reflected a lot during the night.  
 

 



It is very important to make these people feel valued, something that 
unfortunately does not happen very often in their everyday life. A good strategy 
suggested by Pam is to look at each person directly, pausing a little bit every 
time we mention them. Also, we can amplify and praise what they are doing. 
For example, if the activity involves miming house chores, we can pause and 
say “These shoes are really shining, Ludwig”.  

 

 
 
The sessions are also a good opportunity to celebrate the participants’ life 
achievements. A good example is how everybody applauded when Tom 
showed the Bevin Boy badge he had recently received as recognition for his 
services as a miner during the II World War. 
 
Some relatives and friends who attended the Camden sessions confirm that this 
sense of value gives the person they support confidence to do things at home. 
For instance, John’s wife said that he was playing the piano more often and for 
longer because he could feel the pleasure it gave other people to listen to him 
during the sessions. Also, June started to cook again and Lynn baked two 
delicious chocolate cakes for the group. 
 
Sometimes, the memories are not positive and we must be ready to reassure 
the person with dementia saying that it is ok to talk about bad experiences. For 
example, Trudy apologized for mentioning her evacuation experience all the 
time, no matter the topic. However, when she saw that we always listened to 
her attentively and valued her contributions, she relaxed. 



It is very important to make sure that everybody feels included. For example, 
Ludwig, who has hearing and mobility problems, was asked to dance by June 
and Caroline, and he really enjoyed it. Also, some of the key roles in the 
Weddings session were given to people with mobility problems (Tom was the 
groom and Shirley was the bridesmaid) and the persons with hearing problems 
(Lucy and Ludwig) were offered a seat at the front. 
 

 
 
Furthermore, we must be ready to help gently when a person with dementia 
does not understand what he or she has to do. For example, Pam asked John 
S. to play Moon River, but he did not remember the song. Pam hummed the 
melody to him and he picked up from there. Also, during the preparation of the 
holiday anecdote in groups, June did not understand very well what she had to 
do, but right before the acting, Kate whispered some simple instructions in her 
ear and she did perfectly well.  
 
Finally, I would like to point out two discoveries that puzzled me. The first was to 
hear that Hermione, a person who had behaved in a most coherent way along 
the project, was quite withdrawn at home and had even tried to get dressed and 
go for walks in the middle of the night. The second was to see how some of   
the people who attended the first session after the Christmas holidays seemed 
to have worsened in their condition, especially John S, who barely recognized 
me. I commented this to Errollyn Bruce, and she told me that this was natural, 
that the people with dementia gave the best of themselves when they came to 
the sessions, they pushed themselves to the limit and when they went back 
home they were exhausted. This explanation was most enlightening, indeed.  

 
 
 



4. HOW TO WORK WITH CARERS IN A SUPPORTIVE WAY  
 

 
 
During the last RYCT training session, when we were asked how we had felt 
after experiencing the “not being listened” exercise, Ruth, one of the 
participants, had an unexpected reaction: instead of feeling angry or distressed, 
she felt worried about the person who was not listening to her. She really 
understood the core of the matter: carers do not listen because they have too 
many things on their plates. This was confirmed by the reading of Errollyn 
Bruce’s article “Reminiscence and Family Carers” in the book Reminiscence in 
Dementia Care.  

 

 



 
Each carer is different and, as a consequence, our relationship with them may 
vary a great deal. At the beginning of the project, we could see that they had a 
wide range of attitudes to their persons:  

• Some felt anxious and worried, especially when the person they 
supported mistook them for someone else (Fabian). 

• Some needed respite (Fay). 
• Some gave the impression of not being too happy about coming to the 

sessions (Ted and Janet). 
• Some were really attentive but perhaps a bit overprotective (Glenn and 

Kate). 
• Some were relaxed and eager to collaborate (Maggie). 
• Some proved to be great facilitators from the very beginning (Kath and 

Anita) 
• There were also members of the persons’ families who attended just a 

few of the sessions (Peter, Ella and Frank). 
 

 
 
Along the project we could see how the negative attitudes disappeared:  
 

• For Tom and Fay the breakthrough was the Weddings session. Fay 
seemed very pleased with her husband and Tom had the opportunity to 
show his sense of humour. In the following sessions, she became more 
conscious of the things he said. She also said that she now allowed Tom 
to help her at home instead of doing everything herself.  

• Janet started to relax at the Weddings session as well. In general, this 
was a very good day for everybody. Then she opened up more and 
more, and in the session about holidays she was performing freely and 



we could see that she was really enjoying herself. Hers was one of the 
biggest transformations in the group.  

• Ted warmed up to the idea of coming little by little and in the second 
splitting of the group he pointed out that coming to the sessions was 
being great for him. However, the big breakthrough came on the session 
about appreciations and celebrations.  Even Lynn was surprised by his 
reaction. 

• Fabien seemed to distance himself from the project all along, but during 
the session about appreciations and celebrations he wrote a very nice 
piece about his mother.  

 

 
 
Along the project we have learned to manage negative situations in a tactful 
and supportive manner:  
 

• For example, when carers dispute facts or shake their heads when their 
person makes a mistake or mixes them up with another person, we 
should talk to them and help them understand that factual accuracy is 
not so important; what is essential is the fact that their person finds 
reminiscing a pleasurable experience. Working with another person with 
dementia can help them build up tolerance, as they will be not so 
prompted to correct them.  

• In other cases, carers talk over their person, especially if they are very 
excited about the topic of conversation. They should understand that 
even if their memories are very welcome, listening to the person with 
dementia takes preference. All this can be discussed during the splitting 
of the sessions and also in one-to-one conversation with the carer at the 
beginning or the end of a session, if necessary.  

• Another awkward situation that should be avoided is when the carer talks 
their person down or speaks negatively in front of them as if they were 
not there. Apart from tackling the subject in one-to-one private 



conversation, a good way of dealing with this problem on the spot is to 
ask another volunteer to ask the carer to do something, so that we can 
separate the couple.  

• Sometimes the carers get really worried when they see that their person 
is fictionalising their past. For example, June said she lived in the 
barracks, something that never happened, according to her son Glenn. 
This is a tricky point, especially concerning information that is going to be 
recorded in the scrapbooks. Having a private conversation might be the 
best way to deal with this.  

• It is very enlightening for carers to work with a different person with 
dementia, as this gives them the opportunity to work without the weight 
of the old habits. This is also good for the person with dementia, who can 
enjoy new company. For example, Tom benefitted enormously from 
working with Glenn. We started using this approach in the 8th session 
and it worked really well, even if some of the persons felt a little bit 
anxious at the beginning.  

 
To finish this section, I would like to comment on the situation when more than 
one carer comes to the sessions. This was the case of Kath and Frank, Anita 
and Peter, and Kate and Ella. Even if I think it is a very good sign to see several 
members of the same family being involved in the project, and this alternation 
normally takes placer smoothly, each family should make clear whether both of 
carers have the same power of decision, as this has caused numerous 
problems in the case of Kate and Ella.  
 
CONCLUSION 
 
After having completed my RYCT apprenticeship, I can heartily recommend this 
project to families who live with dementia, as it improves the person’s well-being 
and confidence. I have also seen that it helps carers to accept the situation and 
reinforce the bond with the person they support.  
 
If I could suggest something, I’d say it would be really helpful for the 
apprentices to have as much information as possible about the families who 
attend the sessions, as this would help us carry ask our tasks more efficiently, 
be more supportive and avoid unnecessary problems.  
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