SCOTTISH UNITED REFORMED AND CONGREGATIONAL COLLEGE

MINISTERING WITH OLDER PEOPLE

Unit on Reminiscence work

REMINISCENCE WORK

Reminiscence is a process by which people are enabled and encouraged to speak about and to celebrate past experiences, usually through engaging with stimulus materials.

Most commonly, it is undertaken with people in later life and here it does serve particular functions, but reminiscence is a much more universal activity.   We are all keen on remembering and taking pleasure in our recollections.

If you are with other people, just take a couple of minutes to share some recollections of one of these - 

· Your favourite TV programme as a child

· Your first day at school

· When you first saw the person who was to become your partner

· The best holiday you’ve ever had.
Reminiscence has not always enjoyed a positive reputation.  For a long time, it was dismissed simply as nostalgia, not to be encouraged, especially amongst the elderly who were suspected in any case of a turning away from reality, an escape into sentimentality, a regression back into childhood and a hopeless realisation that the past is now more significant than the future.   “They live by memory rather than by hope, for what is left to them of life is but little compared to the long past.”  [Aristotle: Rhetoric] 

Now, we have mainly a more positive perspective on both reminiscence and older people.      

Some uses of reminiscence (particularly involving older people)
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Oral history:  The communal memory is important. We are impoverished when we are cut of from the transmission of culture and recollection. History is more that dates and the actions of the rich and powerful, the movers and shakers.   Reminiscence allows us access directly to living history.
· Learning from experience: In western society, we are often undervalued the gift of experience and the treasury of accumulated wisdom.   Reminiscence is rooted in a positive re-appraisal of the status, role and contribution of older people.
·  Life review: Without stereotyping the elderly, we can recognise that, for many people in later life, there is a need to make sense of their lives, to find meaning and coherence.
· Social interaction: Reminiscence is one mode of social encounter.  It is a reason and a framework for having conversation, particularly when the environment is otherwise not especially stimulating.  This has benefits in terms of maintaining mental functioning, language capacity, social relationships, motivation and morale and much more.
· Memory: In later years, there can be increasing difficulties with memory and recall and this can be a significant obstacle to an active mental and social life.   Often, however, the long term memory with recollections of the distant past is unimpaired and so the reservoir of experiences can be tapped and exchanged with others.
· Remaining in the public sphere: Those elderly people who find themselves largely confined to their homes or indeed living in shared residential care accommodation can experience a number of bereavements: one of these is a participation in the public sphere.   They no longer are active citizens in the sense of being involved in societies or public life or such.   Yet, that aspect is for many people a fundamental mark of their social identity.   Reminiscence can allow older people who have “retired” from the public sphere nonetheless to celebrate that side of their life.
Doing reminiscence work

Basically, reminiscence work happens wherever people (usually in a shared environment) exchange memories; but often the following elements will also be present

· A focus – some area of life in the past (school, war, domestic and family life, housing, the local area, entertainment and recreation, work, food, church…)

· Some stimulus – about which more below

· The evocation of memories

· Sharing of memories and comment upon each others’ recollections and experiences

· Comparison with contemporary life today (if possible, guarding against the lost ‘golden age’ assertion) and reflection on the causes and significance of change

· Possibly some product – an oral history record, a gathering of historical objects, a dramatic performance, interviews/conversations with younger people (intergenerational uses of reminiscence work can be very rewarding for each partner).

Stimulus materials

Once a focus has been decided upon, stimulus materials can be gathered.  They are powerful triggers to remembering.   Anything can be used which would generate memories, evoke recollections.   

· If possible, a range of materials should be gathered which relate to the different senses – visual, sound, smell, touch, taste.   [Some research does point to ‘smell’ as being the most evocative.   Indeed, even if you cannot find items from the period, modern forms may well do (eg the smell of lavender) or indeed talking about the smell may indeed evoke a tangible recollection.]
· It is important to be sensitive to the diversity of participants in the group – age, gender, ethnic or social background...
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Materials can often be solicited from the participants themselves and therefore will have particular relevance.   Museums or organisations concerned with the welfare of older people may well have reminiscence boxes.   Modern reproductions may be purchased from museum shops.   Markets and car boot sales can be good sources.   Appeals to church members or others may draw out all kinds of things or keep an eye on jumble sales.

Doing reminiscence with people with serious memory impairment
· Group activities are likely to be too demanding and unproductive for the participant.   One-to-one is more probably beneficial and enjoyable.
· Stimulus materials will not only help to evoke memories but also holding a prop, like a photograph or memento may well assist the participant to retain focus.
· Keep the questions simple and readily comprehensible.   
· Not all responses will be spoken.   The participant may engage in silent, private remembering and reflection.
· Don’t force the pace – the person with memory impairment may well work at a much slower speed than others.   
What might you gather for a reminiscence box on Going to School?

And where might you find such items?

GOING TO THE PICTURES – PLANNING A REMINISCENCE ACTIVITY
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Focus

· A particular genre? – comedy, romantic, westerns

· Period?

· Certain film stars?

· Cinemas?
· Children’s films and film-going
Stimulus materials

· Memorabilia – autographs, photographs, reviews, cigarette or bubble gum cards, posters…

· Films themselves may be available in video or dvd form

· The music from the soundtrack may be found in modern collections of film music or in re-issued historic recordings or indeed in old records (if you can find the means of playing them).

Activities

· If showing films, care will have to be taken to ensuring that the method of showing meets the needs of the audience – can the needs of the visually or hearing impaired be taken into account?

· Films can be quite long – how does this relate to the ability of the audience members to sit for that period and what about toileting requirements?

· Playing the music soundtrack can encourage some community singing – many older people have few opportunities to enjoy singing or the community-building benefits.   Perhaps the words in suitable typeface can be projected so that they can be read by participants.

· Remembering the plot or elements in the story of a film; comparing views on the merits of films or film actors; recalling seeing/meeting the famous

· Gathering (in  collaboration with young people) materials from the different eras of cinema and discussing inter-generationally how different the experience is now and then – local cinemas v multiplexes; what people ate and drank; going out or watching at home; who you went with and how you behaved; cinema ushers; what could/ can be shown…

This unit is part of a longer course on Ministering with Older People.   

If you want any more information about the Scottish United Reformed & Congregational College – its courses, events and materials or to discuss training in ministering with older people
Phone 0141 332 7667 or

Write to Scottishcollege@aol.com
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