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Memory Café 
roots elders  
in identity

By TAYLOR FERGUSON 
Staff Writer

Since the year 2000, 
Guerin Inc. has been 
creating a different 

kind of elder care — one 
that diverts from anything 
that could possibly re-
semble an institution and 
instead centers around in-
dividual needs for a better 
quality of life.

Director of Mission Ad-
vancement Lynn Reker said 
the focus of the George-
town-located Guerin Woods 
and Meadows of Guerin is 
not about profit.

“We ask what do you 
personally need from us for 
your quality of life, because 
everybody is going to be 
different,” she said. “Was is 
it in your life that you like 
to do? That’s what we want 
you to do when you’re here. 
So, that really motivates 
all of our programs. We 
want stuff that people have 
enjoyed that they can keep 
doing, even though they 
can’t live in their homes.”

In order to focus on this 
person-centered quality of 
life, Guerin had to shape a 
unique culture unlike other 
elderly housing in the area.

“We have small houses, 
or villas, with 10 rooms to a 
house, unlike an institution 
where you’ve got a long 
hall,” Reker said. “We are 
anti-institution, so we don’t 
have room numbers, we 
don’t wear scrubs. We even 
changed the words we use. 
We use the term elder, a 
term of respect, instead of 
senior citizens or patients. 
Compatisant is French for 
‘tender hearted’ and that’s 
what we call our CNAs 
(certified nursing assis-
tants). We don’t call them 
CNAs, because that reflects 
institution.”

Unlike many nursing 
homes or assisted living 
situations, at Guerin, elders 
are in control of their day.

“In other places, they 
might have an 8 o’clock 
breakfast time where you 
don’t have a choice. We go 
in and, if Mrs. Smith doesn’t 
want to have breakfast at 8, 
she wants to have breakfast 
at 9, that’s OK,” Reker said. 
“Our schedule revolves 
around their schedule, in-
stead of vice versa, because 
they are the elders and it’s 
about them.

“This is a culture that’s 
very unique,” she contin-
ued. “We let our elders in 
the kitchen to bake cookies 
just like they would at 
home. They have Derby 
parties, they trick-or-treat. 
We have a man who was a 
musician, so he’s in a villa 
that has a piano so he can 
continue to play.”

Continuing on that 
uniqueness, Guerin took 
its person-centered quality 
of life one step further last 
October when it opened a 
special villa just for elders 
dealing with memory loss.

“The Memory Care Villa 
is a real special villa that 
offers a whole different 
approach to care espe-
cially for the people with 
memory loss,” Reker said. 
“Instead of a room number, 
which they’re not going to 
remember, each elder has a 
memory box inside the wall 
next to their room filled 
with pictures and personal 
things that help them iden-
tify which is their room.”

“We want them to feel 
safe at home, so we created 
spaces that were safe for 
them where they couldn’t 
get lost,” she continued. 
“So, we had murals drawn 
on doors so you wouldn’t 
know that it’s a door. We 
created a sun room for 
those who can’t meander 
alone outside in our senso-
ry garden but like to just sit 
and look out. For those that 
can go outside on their own, 
the sensory garden has 

walking paths for them.”
When caring for an elder 

with dementia or memory 
loss, a philosophy of Guerin 
is to try and appeal to the 
elder’s senses through 
different activities. 

“We also have a huge 
community garden for 
all our elders. One of our 
elders, Hilda, is in Memory 
Care and she doesn’t re-
member a lot, but, when we 
brought her down here last 
year to pick tomatoes, she 
had a ball and she didn’t 
have very many tomatoes 
picked for the villa because 
she kept popping them in 
her mouth,” Reker said. 
“She used to be a farmer, so 
those tomatoes brought so 
many memories back.

“We also have pet thera-
py where three of the eight 
villas have dogs and then 
we have three here in the 
main office,” she continued. 
“We’re also a music and 
memory-certified facility 
using an iPod program. Our 
goal is to present our elders 
with their personalized 
playlist just like you would 
have on your iPod.”

Reker said the playlist 
represents what they 
would’ve listened to during 
their 18-to-30-age period.

“There’s a lady who 
doesn’t know where she is, 
but she knows every word 
to every hymn there ever 
was, and she’ll sing along 
while listening to her iPod,” 
she said. “This other lady 
used to be a piano player, 
and her fingers move all the 
time when she’s listening to 
the music. She’s playing the 
piano along with her iPod.”

“We have a very differ-
ent way of approaching our 
care,” Reker continued. 
“We just got a grant from 
(the) Horseshoe (Founda-
tion) for $10,000 so we can 
provide an art therapist. 
We have volunteers that 
are trained just to do hand 
and wrist massage. These 
are people who have a lot of 
anxiety, depression, other 
illnesses. This is just so 
soothing, anybody would 
like it. We have special 
oils. Again, everything is 
sensory.”

While the staff at Guerin 
were excited about the 
strides they were taking in 
memory care, the Memory 
Care Villa could only house 
eight elders.

“We knew the statistics 
in our area, the number of 
elders who have dementia 
and memory loss and need 
specialized care who don’t 
get it, and we wanted to 
create a greater impact, to 
offer our specialized care 
to more people, especially 
to the elders in the commu-
nity who are being cared 
for by maybe their aging 
wife or aging husband, or 
the roles have reversed 
and now they’re being 
cared for by their children,” 
Director of Memory Care 
Kelly Hampton said. “We 
had a Memory Care Villa 
where we could provide 
that specialized care 24/7, 
but I felt like we still had so 
much more to give, so why 
not reach out?”

That’s when Reker and 
Hampton learned of a once-
a-month memory café pro-
gram offered in Louisville.

“The memory café is 
something that we just 
started,” Reker said. “With 
more advanced memory 
loss, it’s real difficult to 
take them out somewhere. 
Just imagine waking up and 
not knowing who you are, 
where you are, who your 
family is, how many kids 
you have. So, going out any-
where that they don’t know 
creates a lot of anxiety. So, 
the memory café is really 
just this place that they can 
all come, and it’s safe.”

“We have a theme every 
month and we also do an 
activity,” she continued. 

“Sometimes we do a sing-
along. They’ve built sand 
jars with colored sand. Any-
thing that can be fun and 
equalizing that everybody, 
no matter what degree of 
memory loss they have, 
can come in there and have 
a good time, be part of the 
crowd, not be embarrassed. 
And the family members 
learn by watching someone 
like Kelly interact with 
them.”

Hampton said the mem-
ory café is routine in its 
structure, starting with an 
introduction and the pass-
ing around of an object with 
a question on each elder’s 
identity.

“Sometimes I’ve been 
quite surprised. I’ve been 
aware where the elder was 

in their journey and maybe 
they’re toward a more diffi-
cult part where they’re not 
even aware of the fact that 
maybe they were a school 
teacher or a farmer,” she 
said. “A lot of those memo-
ries that were deeply rooted 
in their identity have been 
taken away, but we create 
this moment.

“One time we did ‘What 
was your favorite sum-
mertime activity?,’ and it’s 
amazing the things they 
come up with,” she contin-
ued. “One lady said that 
she loved to cultivate the 
garden, and knowing where 
she’s at in her journey, we 
were able to get a glimpse 
of her identity, who she still 
is. That helps us direct her 
care, as well, and it helps us 

root them in their identity. 
If your identity is being 
taken away, it’s important 
to have opportunities to be 
rooted back in that.”

Getting the elders to a 
point where they’re comfort-
able enough to reminisce, 
share their thoughts and let 
their caregivers have a mo-
ment of joy and spontaneity 
is Hampton’s favorite part of 
the memory café.

“We kind of create this 
sacred space for our elders 
to come with their loved 
ones, and it happens every 
single time, that we see how 
happy the elders are,” she 
said. “They’re laughing, 
and it’s almost like they’ve 
been out together at a place 
where everybody is so 
accepting of their limitations 

that it’s almost not as evi-
dent to them that they have 
memory loss.”

Now, going on the 
seventh month of Memory 
Café, Reker hopes to turn it 
into more of a community 
outreach program.

“We want to reach out 
into the community and get 
those people who are sitting 
at home by themselves,” 
she said. “It’s not a support 
group. It’s really just about 
the socialization of people 
with memory loss. Come 
here and connect with peo-
ple just like yourself.”

Memory Café is the third 
Wednesday of each month 
at 6 p.m. at Guerin Woods 
Senior Center, 1100 Cristiani 
Way. For more information 
or to RSVP, call Hampton at 
1-812-399-9229.

From top, Elder Wilma 
sings along while listening 
to her iPod, Kelly Hamp-
ton, Director of Memory 
Care, and Elder Georgie 
interact at Memory Café, 
Elder Hilda picks toma-
toes in the community gar-
den, and the walking path 
and sensory garden patio 
highlight the memory care 
villa at Guerin Woods in 
Georgetown.


