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SingDance United: Primary-aged children learn about dementia
through the arts

Introduction
SingDance United is a multi-arts project that explored young children’s ideas of old age
and of dementia. The project drew on the expertise of three performing arts companies, a
visual artist, a leading charity for older people, a specialist arts and health researcher, and
individuals affected by dementia and their family members. The project also launched a
training programme for older people to run arts projects to raise young children’s
awareness of age-related health issues.
People involved in the project
•

Sidney De Haan (SDH) Research Centre, Canterbury Christ Church University

•

Stevenson Thompson performance company

•

Moving Memory Company

•

Guildhall Sports and Arts Community Interest Company

•

Billy Glinn, Visual Artist

•

Over 100 children and 5 members of staff from Herne Infants School

◦

25 singers from Seaview Singers, a singing group for people affected by dementia

◦

Seaview House Sheltered Housing

•

Five members of staff and volunteers from Age UK, Herne Bay

The project
Sian Stevenson and Jayne Thompson, Artistic Directors of Stevenson Thompson, and
members of the Moving Memory Company kick-started the project with workshops to
design and choreograph an interactive theatre piece entitled ‘Remember Me?’ The main
focus of the piece was memory loss; how it might feel to suddenly forget places, people
and the things that have been so familiar for all of one’s life; what might others do to help
those with memory loss and what would be unhelpful.
There followed song and dance activities with Seaview Singers and three half-day creative
workshops at Herne Infants School with practitioners from the SDH Centre and Guildhall
Sports and Arts.
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Seaview Singers taking part in SingDance United activities.

The final workshop was an inter-generational singing/dancing tea party with all of the
participants.
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The SingDance United Project Tea Party
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The children’s views of an ‘old’ person
In the first workshop, a class of 28 children aged 5 devised their own 'old' person. They
collectively built the character, an old lady, who they named Treesha. The children decided
that Treesha:
 is 93 years old
 is very tall
 has golden hair
 wears a pinky-red dress
 wears a black hat with a red ribbon round it
 wears brown disco shoes
 likes to dance
 has a walking stick and a wheelchair but she doesn't use them much

Deal-based artist, Billy Glinn, created an image of Treesha based on the children’s
ideas.
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The children’s views of dementia and memory problems
The children were told that Treesha has dementia. They were asked what they thought the
term dementia meant. They then helped to tell a story about Sleepy Susan and Busy Brian,
tiny little people who live in Treesha's brain. It is Sleepy Susan’s job to help Treesha
remember things but she is often asleep! So Busy Brian busies himself trying to wake her,
so that they can together find clues to help Treesha remember the things she has forgotten.
The children’s ideas of clues that might help their own memory in old age
Over 120 children provided drawing of people, places and items that they thought might
help them remember things when they themselves are old.
The drawings could be categorised into eight main headings:
 Family
 Special people
 Special outings/holidays
 Special places
 Home
 Special/first toys
 Animals and pets
 Games and sports activities
There follows examples of the children’s drawings:
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Images of family
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Images of special people
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Images of special outings/holidays
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Images of home

10

Images of special places
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Images of special/first toys
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Images of animals and pets
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Images of games and sporting activities
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Members of the Seaview Singers were asked about the special people, places and items
they enjoyed remembering and talking about. Interestingly, their comments could largely
be categorised into the same groups as the children’s drawings. For example:
Family
‘Playing on the common with my little brother Fred. He was two years younger than me.
We played there all day. We had a lot of fun (Joan).
‘Mostly I looked after my little brothers and sisters. I was one of nine’ (Ingrid).

Special people
‘Being evacuated to Paddock Wood in the war. I went to Cavey’s grocers and delivered
the groceries. It was Mr and Mrs Cook. Yes, they were kind to me and sometimes I
went on my own on a bike with a cage in front’ (Bill).

Special outings/holidays
‘Sandcastles. Building them on trips to seaside with the family’ (Mary).
‘Sunday School outings. We all went to Sunday School. We went to the seaside on the
train or on special buses. Hastings, I think’ (Janet).
‘Holidays at the seaside [in Germany] and swimming in the sea..’ (Ingrid).

Special places
‘We played by the pond. We weren’t really allowed to but we made up all sorts of games
in the trees and overhanging branches’ (Joan).
‘We played in the bomb sites collecting shrapnel. Me and my friends. When we knew a
bomb had gone off, we couldn’t wait to get there’ (Charles).
‘I liked going in the air raid shelters. It was exciting. We played cowboys and Indians. We
made weapons and we had guns that made noises’ (Bill).

Home
‘We had a very large garden with fruit trees and herbs. Snow and sledges in winter. Then
I went to boarding school in England’ (Ingrid).
‘We sang all day long. My sister and me. And my Mum and Dad at home. We had a
piano at home and my Dad was very good’ (Carol).
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Special/first toys
‘A doll’s pram. Red with a hood. Just like the real prams but small. And a red trike. They
were Christmas presents’ (Mary).
‘Getting a tricycle with big wheels. It was black, I think. Everything in the war was
painted black! It had rubber tyres on the back and a pneumatic front wheel. You had to
careful going downhill but I remember peddling very fast’ (Nick).

Animals and pets
‘Going to the Isle of Wight. The donkey pulling water for the well. I always wanted to see
the donkey’ (Anna).
‘Horses, I loved horses. Had three ponies once but they weren’t really all mine but I
looked after them. Charlie, he was my favourite. I did ride them. I think I was rather good’
(Jan).

Games and sports activities
‘Playing football. We had green shorts and yellow tops. And cricket. Cricket whites. I
played football and cricket for the school’ (Tony)

Both the children and the adults often referred positively to school, with the children’s
drawings showing images of the school’s ‘wild-life area’ and school sports, and the adults
remembering happy experiences at school, such as, ‘We sang every day at school,
without fail. I loved it, I did’ (Carol) and ‘[I liked] going to school. We came home for dinner.
No schools dinners then. But I liked playing with my friends at school (Gwen). One adult
had vivid memories of an unfortunate incident in the school playground:
‘I was knocked out by a boy riding a bike. He shouldn’t have been riding it there and I don’t
think anyone told my parents at all!’ (Gwen)

What the project tells us so far
The children did not seem to view older people in a stereotypical way, such as having grey
hair, losing height and being unable to move well. Two of a class of 30 children had heard
of the word dementia but neither knew what it meant. It is very interesting to note that the
children’s drawings of people, places and items that they believed might help them
remember things in older age, compared well with older participants’ voiced memories.
These included family, home, special people, special outings, special places, special/first
toys, games and sports activities.
Some arts organisations for older people are in a position to help young children better
understand issues of ageing. Using their particular arts media, they may be able to design
intergenerational projects through which children learn aspects of ageing and enjoy the
connection with the older people. In addition to the older people enjoying their choice of art
they also take on a positive productive role that will benefit the wider community.
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This has been the first stage of an on-going project.

Later in the year, the children will take part in exciting theatre workshops with Stevenson
Thompson and members of the Moving Memory Company exploring the problems that
people might face because of poor memory and working out ways in which they might be
able to help. They will work again with Treesha and with people from Mem Fox’s delightful
book Wilfred Gordon McDonald Partridge, such as Miss Nancy Alison Delacourt Cooper
and her friends who have memory problems.

Members of the Seaview Singers have been invited to a visual art workshop in which they
will draw/paint images from their school days. The images will be placed alongside the
children’s in a SingDance United printed booklet.

We look forward to another SingDance United tea party soon!

The Sidney De Haan Centre and Stevenson Thompson would like to thank: Glynn, Estelle, Wendy and Jane
from the Moving Memory Company; Alex McNeice, Co-director for Guildhall Sports and Arts; Billy Glinn, Artist;
Elizabeth Thomas-Friend, Head Teacher and Rosie Henderson, Music Lead, and Fiona Ingram and Vicky
Palmer, class teachers at Herne Infants School; Sue Cliffe, Manager, Audra Streeting, Community and
Dementia Services Manager, and volunteers, Linda, Sally and Sheila from Age UK Herne Bay and, not least,
the children and older adults who took part in this project.
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