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I was surprised to receive a storytelling program request in 2014 from a woman who had just 

placed her mother in a senior living community. Her mom was suffering from the early stages 

of dementia, and she wanted to find a way to see that her loved-one was verbally engaged. 

She hoped to convince the owner of her mother’s facility about the value of adding 

storytelling to the resident program schedule.   

 

Telling stories to groups of elders, particularly those dealing with dementia and memory care 

issues was not something I felt prepared to do at that time. My instinct was to decline her 

request since my story repertoire and bookings for the previous eighteen years had been 

developed to entertain and engage students, families and young adults.  

 

It was clear to me that I needed to do some research, so I  attended a regional creative aging 

symposium and a local conference hosted by the Alzheimer’s Association. Both events 

provided me with some valuable guidelines about the different stages of aging. I soon found 

myself thinking about how to engage a wide spectrum of older adults through the art of story.    

 

The format I ultimately developed includes sensory stimulating artifacts, a personal memory 

story and several short folktales relating some way to a selected theme. This basic plan has 

worked well for me, and I’ve found that by making slight adjustments I can deliver engaging 

story sessions to five distinct groups of people residing in senior living communities:  

(1) Active older adults;  

(2) Seniors living at a group site in order to enjoy activities and meals in the company of 

others;  

(3) Individuals attending day-care sites;  

(4) Older elders requiring some form of medical assistance;  

(5) Residents in need of on-going memory care services.  
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My goal is to connect with each person in the audience in a respectful and meaningful way. I 

make a point to introduce myself and acknowledge people by name. When it is appropriate, I 

recognize audience members with a gentle touch (a handshake, or pat on a shoulder). What 

a difference this makes for those who feel vulnerable and are not as independent as they 

once were.  

 

While I endorse the practice of taping into the preferred storytelling techniques of using 

expressive facial, body, voice and word images to actively engage the creativity and 

imagination of listeners, I have learned first-hand about the importance of adding sensory 

stimulation to the program mix for people dealing with Alzheimer’s and dementia.   

 

A particularly moving example of the power of adding an artifact to story sessions occurred 

earlier this year when I created a lineup of stories about rocks and minerals. During the visit, I 

held up an interesting rock and spoke a bit about the Gem and Mineral Show currently taking 

place in Tucson. I was surprised when Mack - who usually sits in the front row in his 

wheelchair and seldom speaks up -  looked up and said in a loud voice, “There’s iron in that.” 

He went on to correctly identify the composition of several other minerals. Before I left, I 

thanked Mack for participating, and asked him how he knew so much about rocks. He 

proudly told me, “I am a Geologist.” From that day to this, Mack is more engaged and eagerly 

participates when I tell stories to his group.  

 

Although I am not as financially rewarded for this work when compared to other storytelling 

bookings, I am richly compensated in many ways. My repertoire has grown tremendously, 

and I have become more confident about my ability to be extremely adaptable and present in 

the moment. Best of all, I am convinced that my work has made a difference for many who 

hunger for what storytelling provides.  
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The rewards I receive after a day of delivering three back-to-back storytelling sessions for 

different audiences at large senior living communities are many.  Here are just a few 

examples: 

 When I enter the room, a man sitting by the door excitedly announces, ”She’s here!”   

 A lady who appears to be sleeping through my stories says to me, “Please come 

back!” as I prepare to leave.  

 As I shake the hands of people in the audience as I exit, a serious gentleman holds my 

hand, smiles and tells me, “You’ve made my day.”  

 After hearing a story about a family homestead in North Dakota, an ordinarily quiet 

woman eagerly talks about the time on her family farm when she collected eggs and 

had to run away from the chickens.  

 During stories I tell about the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s, many people nod, smile and 

offer comments indicating a connection to one of the stories, the topic, or the story 

artifact I pass around for folks to hold and examine.  

 

I am happy to share more about my experiences providing creative aging and assisted 

living/memory care programs at senior living communities. If you are interested in having 

additional resources on the subject, you will find workshop handouts on my website resource 

page.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


