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What does a really good group session look like?
At TDS we want to offer a high-quality experience so that we know we are helping people with dementia to experience:

· WELLBEING
· FEEL SAFE
· STAY PHYSICALLY FIT
· ENJOY FRIENDSHIPS
· MAINTAIN SKILLS
· BE COGNITIVELY STIMULATED
· HAVE FUN
[image: ]

Activities should be planned with these in mind.  We can even be explicit and say 
“Did you know that it’s important for us to learn something every week.  So today we’re going to learn about…..Italy!”

We also want to be person-centred so that we plan our activities with the interests, culture, skills and needs of each individual in mind.  Sometimes the only thing that people have in common is dementia.  Would you want to attend a group with people with whom you have nothing else in common?  What suits a man of 86 years old is unlikely to suit a woman of 59 years.
That’s why we offer a choice of activities – even if we might need to encourage/coerce people to try something that they’re unsure about!

All staff and volunteers need to have read the One Page Profile of each member so that you know at least – what work did he/she do?  Does she have family?  Where was s/he born?  What hobbies did s/he enjoy?

Every group session should have a Plan. It should have a:
1. Welcome orientation/activity/conversation – check-in about the date, the season, the weather, what can you see outside?
2. Exercise – seated or standing
3. A choice of active activities
4. A closing altogether activity – praise everyone (for winning the game, for making something lovely, or just for enjoying their company).  Perhaps finish with communal singing to send them home feeling cheerful


We want our members to talk as much as possible.  Staff and volunteers should always be asking questions, or helping the members to speak up – not hogging the talking time and answering all the questions!

Think in advance, ‘What can I talk to XX about?’.  If you find this difficult, take a newspaper, magazine or picture book and look at it together.
For the gathering activity there should be something of interest on the table or in the middle of the circle.  You can point to it or bring it to show a member.

Make sure the chairs are laid out so that volunteers can sit next to the quieter people to support them and chat with them.
Make sure the quiet people’s voices are heard.
You might need to ask a question to each member in turn, ensuring you have an easy question for those who are more impaired eg. 
“What do you think about that Heidi?”  “Do you like it?”

Themes
Sometimes the group will have a theme.  Think about what is topical – the seasons, what’s going on in the world.


 Also think of the various reminiscence topics you could cover:  work, raising children, schooldays, going to the dance/cinema, School Sports Day, Wedding Days, Music of the 50s/60s.

Think of the interests of your members.  It’s fine to shine the spotlight on a member
“This week we’re going to think about cricket because Stan used to pay a lot of cricket, didn’t you Stan?”

Birthdays
It’s good to mark people’s Birthdays but it’s not just about the cake.  We can add a talking game 
“For your Birthday, I’d like to give you……..” each person, in turn, thinks of a gift for the member.  You can help by giving the person a choice of 2 “D’you think she’d like a flowers or jewellery?”
What would be your perfect Birthday?  Where would you go to celebrate?  Who would you take with you?  What special food would you have…..?

Choice of Activities these should not be infantile, should have some purpose and should enable interaction

· Physical Games – a game with a score and a winner or a simple standing up throwing ball/bean bag to each other
· Board Games – Memory Pairs, Uno (simplified), Ludo or other turn-taking
· Discussions (with pictures and objects to prompt)
· Art – individual or shared mural/collage
· Craft – weaving, clay, glass painting, knitting, sewing, rag rugging (something with value, something they can take home as a gift for someone)
· Baking
· Gardening – sowing seeds, watering plants, sweeping up, weeding, looking at plants
· Walking
· Singing – songs on the theme or songs from musicals or decade.  Provide lyrics
· Line dancing or circle dancing (simplified)
· Washing up or preparing refreshments
· Sensory activity – tasting things, smelling things, hand massage, exploring things and enjoying the experience
· Photography
· [bookmark: _GoBack]Wordgames/crosswords 

Sometimes PLWD find it difficult to choose or are apathetic.  The DGL should have thought in advance about which activities are suitable for who (in terms of ability and interests) so it’s everyone’s job to encourage “Maria, please would you come and help me with this…”
Always remember to meet the needs of the more impaired people too.

Abilities
There are recognised levels of cognitive ability
Most of our members can follow instructions or copy what the leader is doing (‘planned’ activity level).  They might just need prompts and a little help.
Others might be unable to do this and operate at an ‘exploratory level’.  They play with the bricks rather than play the proper Jenga game or they play with the clay rather than make a pot.  This is ok.  Be playful with them and affirm what they are doing “It’s lovely to feel and stretch the clay, isn’t it”

Some other members can’t sit and concentrate for long so might need to move on to something else – something simpler.  Balloon Tennis is always a good idea as is going for a short walk, looking at things together.


If any volunteer is unsure of what to do, encourage him/her to sit next to a member and suggest what they might do or talk about.
Put the ‘Conversation Starter’ sheets on the table for prompts

Friendships, an evaluation of our groups by University of Salford showed up how much friendships are valued by our members.  We can be mindful of that.  We don’t want cliques and we don’t want quieter people left out but we can create teams for quizzes or for a team challenge and we can help people to chat together, to get to know each other.  Some PLWD can find this difficult by themselves.

A briefing before the session is helpful – to direct volunteers to different tasks and to tell them about new members
An honest debrief afterwards is even more important – either face to face or via the WhatsApp group.  (What worked well?  What didn’t work so well?  Which members had a great session?  Who looked a bit left out/bored/agitated?  Did the volunteers enjoy the session?  Would they like to do something different or more next week?)

Reflective Practice is essential for quality work as we are always learning and improving what we do.  A DGL or DSW needs to check in with their manager if they have any concerns at the end of the session.
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