Bringing the Outside In 
Reflective Journal


The process of this project started many months ago and stems from my previous workshops ‘Food for Thoughts’; these workshops were well received and enjoyed by the participants that took part. Following various conversations with that group about being outdoors, I was intrigued to see if I could bring the outdoors to these residents, as well as the many other people who do not have the opportunity to go to some of the places that bring happiness and a sense of well-being. Even though I thought that bringing the outdoors to residents through the means of a workshop would be beneficial to them, I had to make sure that it was not because I was being self-indulgent. On further research into this subject, I found that Chalfont discusses that,
“There is evidence of social, psychological and health benefits for people with dementia from spending time outdoors, the healing power of nature, activities in the garden, animals, multi-sensory exercise, and the use of nature to explore memories. Benefits were evident in their interaction, initiation, concentration, and activity completion” (Chalfont, 2006, p.58).
Chalfont (ibid.) also states that people living with dementia experience well-being through different experiences in nature, including sensory stimulations and the evocation of conversations with other people about these experiences. So, if I can bring the outside nature to the residents inside, it could make the experience mentally beneficial to them. Therefore, I feel that there is a place for my style of workshop in the community. I also found through my investigations that a project had been undertaken in July 2019 entitled “Bringing the Outdoors Indoors: Immersive Experiences of Recreation in Nature and Coastal Environments in Residential Care Homes” (Scarles et al. 2020, p.706). The study took place over two days in a care home using virtual reality and sensory items. There were two rooms that were used; one room was painted green and the other painted blue. Each room had a 180-degree screen in it which played a film of the relevant nature scenes for the room. Sensory trays were placed in both the green room which had the theme of the forest and the blue room which had the theme of the sea; both rooms omitted an aroma that depicted each of the themes throughout each day. The key findings were that, even though the participants enjoyed the technology and virtual reality headsets, the interaction alongside other residents in the care home with nature was the most enjoyable part. Therefore, I feel that I could construct workshops about nature without having to use expensive technology, and instead use practical activities that support creative and social connections.
The ideas for these workshops began before the current situation started. Many residents in care homes are now indoors permanently, not knowing when or if they can ever go out again. I had my workshops already planned and had arranged the dates with Cilymaenllwyd care home, as well as with Eleanor Shaw and Carys Phillips from PeopleSpeakUp. The project was ready to go ahead, when the residents of the care home, as well as myself, were put into lockdown due to the Covid -19 pandemic. Having workshops already planned was an advantage, but, once I thought about the process and what I had to do, I felt daunted and angry at having to translate these practical ideas into a written format. I felt that trying to explain what I intended to do on a document may not translate well to readers. Sometimes during a workshop, you must reflect in the moment, and I do not feel that this is something that you can always explain on paper. My thoughts and feelings aside, my project had to change and still be delivered in the right way, as well as being a beneficial tool for care workers. I thought that if I could use my knowledge, put it altogether with a variety of other people’s theories, and mix it all together in a big bowl, then maybe I could come up with something nourishing.
So, in order to create an outdoors feel to the workshops, and immerse the participants fully, I needed to find ways to transport the group, where each person “enters into the experience , is ‘moved’ or ‘touched’ (apt metaphors) and is then dropped off about where he or she entered” (Schechner, 1997, p.72). In my research, I have found that this could be achieved through multi-sensory workshops that stimulate the participants sense of touch, taste, smell, and sound. Hope states that “multisensory stimulation delivers relaxing enjoyment and positive behavioural change to persons with dementia in a safe secure space where therapy is not particularly the focus, but stimulation of the primary senses is” (1992, p.780). This is in agreeance with Coons, who states that “sensory stimulation is identified as being a ‘particularly salient’ attribute of the environment in a specialized dementia care unit, along with image negotiability, and familiarity ” (1991, quoted in Chalfont, 2006, p.28). This all ties into “Boal’s philosophy” (Cohen-Cruz, 2010, p.62) that “encourages us to see what we look at, feel what we touch and hear what we listen to” (ibid.). So, to connect the senses with the workshops, I decided that sensory trays with relevant items placed in them could be used for the participants to touch. I also decided that the workshops would be effective if I could use a professional aroma machine, with a relevant aroma to omit during the workshop where the “residents’ impaired perception can be gently stimulated by smell” (Dunlop, 1995, p.19). I felt this would be effective after reading about a study where lavender oil was used to stimulate people living with severe dementia. It showed that lavender “administered in an aromatherapy stream is of benefit in the treatment of agitated behaviours”(Holmes et al. 2002, p.307) and “it is clear that patients with mild to moderate dementing illness might also benefit” (ibid.). Therefore, it is possible that designing a set of workshop plans, which use the aromas, could develop a practice that elicits health benefits and invigorates memories in the participants. 
To embed these aromas into the workshops, I looked at developing them thematically. I reflected on my previous workshops, and looked at reoccurring stories and memories that came from the group, and realised that these were centred around memories of the beach, holidays, walking through the forest with dogs and picnicking. I then arranged these into three themed workshops: ‘Life’s a Beach’, ‘The Mysterious Forest’ and ‘The Teddy Bears Picnic’ with a fourth entitled ‘A Celebration’. As well as integrating the relevant aromas into these workshops, I have also made suggestions for props that are relevant for the facilitator to pass around the table at various points during the workshop. This will hopefully create “spaces for reminiscing, sharing experiences of places they have frequented in the past” (Scarles et al. 2020, p.717).
I felt that further “transportation” (Schechner, 1997, p.72) could take place if I devised a different character for the facilitator to go into role for each of the workshops, relating to its theme. In one of my previous workshops ‘Grannys Apron’, I went into role as my grandma and talked about her apron, and how it helped her with day to day chores. This style of facilitating was well received within the workshop, so I felt that this was something I wanted to use in further workshops to enhance participants’ experiences. I found writing three full scripts for each character difficult, as I usually have condensed points that I improvise from, alongside relevant questions that I would like to ask the group. I normally add things as the workshop goes on, depending on how the participants react to the character. So, writing a script for someone else to follow with direction was a new experience for me. I needed to make the dialogue precise and easy to follow as I would not be there to help the people using my resource pack. 
As well as the script, I wanted to tie everything together with either a story or poem that explored the theme of the workshop. Despite thematically linking them to the workshop, these stories or poems would not guarantee the stimulation of conversations that would be thematically focused themselves. I have found through previous workshops that you never really know what can unfold from the story you tell. However, as Lynne Alexander from Sobell House recollects from her elderly group, “I told a rather arcane American Indian story, but it didn’t matter, because in no time they were off on subjects that interested them” (Alexander et al. 1993, p.66). I can recall that in a previous workshop, when I was icing biscuits with my group, the conversation went around to one of the ladies remembering when she went fishing with her husband. She told us that she sat in the car watching her husband fish, they then took the fish home and cooked them for their tea. I never knew in which direction the stories I told would take my group, and as Alexander states “everyone has a story, many stories, to tell” (ibid.), “it’s the sharing of experience that counts, the opening up of minds and imaginations” (ibid.). This is one of the reasons I started developing workshops for people living with dementia; I love listening to stories. There is so much that we can learn from our elders and I have found that this is my motivation when creating this style of workshop. So, even though I have found a suitable story or poem to go with each workshop, another facilitator could use their own stories instead of the ones in the resource pack.
I always like to end the workshop on a song; it helps “transport” (Schechner, 1997, p.72) the participants out of the workshop and back to reality. This could be seen as a ritual, as it is “a way for people to connect to a collective, to remember or construct a mythic past, to build social solidarity, and to form or maintain a community” (Schechner, 1997, p.87). I can only go on my past experiences, and personally I have found the style of songs that I have included have always put the group in a positive state of mind. 
Additionally, at the end of the workshop there may be time to do an evaluation. Participants living with dementia get frustrated when being asked too many questions, so ethically, I have found that you must find a more creative way of evaluating the workshops. In previous workshops, I have used a wooden tree with detachable leaves that participants could write or put stickers on. So, to match the theme of these workshops, I have suggested wooden shapes with pre-cut holes, e.g. shells, leaves and teddy bears. The residents can have one each to write, draw, or use prewritten stickers on them. Then the facilitator can either make a bunting linking them together or pin them to a board. This gives it dual purpose, as you can see how the participants are feeling after a workshop, and it is a creative activity that provides a memento for them to keep. I have found that my groups in the past have enjoyed the tactile nature of the wooden shapes, but I am aware it is cheaper and more accessible to use a card template. I do understand that a more recorded process is needed when evaluations are presented to funders, but this is something that the person using the resource pack can organise if needed.  
I have found that, through the process of writing the resource pack, some of the ethical checks that I naturally do during and after a workshop are not necessarily what some might instinctively do. I must document these, as ethically some points are important to raise before this resource pack is used. Typically, when looking at ethics, I would refer to Stella Barnes’ ‘Ethics in Participatory Arts’ (2009. p.34) and integrate key ethical points of “choice, respect, equality, safety, and competence” (ibid.) into my practice. But, because the participants of these workshops are living with dementia, there are various other issues that need to be addressed, such as mobility. You will not always be aware before a workshop of some of these issues, as it is only when you get to know a group you that can gauge if there are any further needs.
I have struggled with putting my whole self onto paper; this is not something that I have found easy. Have I remembered to include everything that is important? So, before I conclude my journal, I would like to say that these workshops are not prescriptive. They do need skill and enthusiasm to facilitate, but you also need compassion and empathy with the participants, and this will enable you to make sure that these workshops are person centred. As Shelia Preston states, “this understanding, brought about by an amalgamation of previous experience and knowledge of the situation is not in some text book of games and exercises, but an effective bringing together personal creativity and cognition” (2016, p.68). By doing this you will be able to read the room and make sure that everyone is safe in the space and enjoy being in the moment, and this is when you will get the best stories and memories from your group. 
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