Dignity Champions Stories and suggestions on intergenerational work and dignity

Lesley Bentham – Team Leader, Mental Health for Older People, South West

On several occasions I've initiated contact with local schools & colleges to integrate youth with older people. Initially younger people do not appear that enthused but I present to students in Health & Social Care courses and students in their last years of school. 
What makes the session 'fun' learning is that I utilise drama by dressing as an older person whilst they are encouraged to draw a stick person & identify the signs/symptoms of ageing, these are physical, emotional & psychological. The kids openly share their views of older people which are often derogatory until I demonstrate older people's views of them and voice how the people I care for feel. I also share with consent the people's life experiences, profiles so they can gain a greater understanding of ageing. As the older person I demonstrate their humour, wealth of knowledge & skills in a positive way that the students become interested. I take old fashioned sweets for rewards, photographs, memorabilia etc and demonstrate how wonderful long-term memories are. I also highlight changes in today’s society, cultures & attitudes. 
At the end of the session most students change their views from seeing just as they say "smelly, boring stupid old people" so much so that students have regularly attended the clinical area for work placement experience. One school group have visited weekly since September & established therapeutic relationships with older people with mental health conditions, particularly those with dementia. Students have written people's autobiographies which have been a real tribute when people have suddenly died & families search for evidence of their memories which has been wonderful to share. 
Students willingly bring their talents in music, drama & dance and help as volunteers which gives a wealth of positiveness back to both parties. They now show respect, one student commented "I'll never treat older people how I treated them before, they really are interesting". Numerous students have changed their perception of older people & teachers have witnessed positive changes in the students behaviours since linking. Many students have chosen to start a career in care since being involved. So make those links as soon as you can to integrate working partnerships to mould our future carers and reinforce Dignity in Care.
Tracey Francis – Staff Nurse East Midlands

I feel it would be a good idea to take forward intergenerational work around dignity and talks could include 'the ageing process' so the younger generation could understand the changes that occur as you get older and why elderly people struggle at times.  With this new understanding and knowledge, it could hopefully encourage them to have more respect for the older generation and be more willing to help them.  
I am a staff nurse working in the care of the elderly and some of the stories I hear about how some of the younger generation treat the elderly are appalling. I think a great addition to the talks would be the poem 'Crabbity Old Woman' (on this website as a resource on the Intergenerational Page – Poem on Ageing - Who do you see?) which gives a great insight into the life of an older person and how their life used to be when they were young. It is also available on a DVD which we have a copy of at work. I think by seeing this or hearing the poem would remind the younger people that the older generation were once young like them too and that in years to come they will be like the elderly people that they see.

