


Role of Healthcare Professionals

• Work in collaboration with older adults to fill 
in the gaps of their abilities

Use preserved 
abilities

Modify the 
environment

Continually 
educate and 
support staff

Involve 
families



Goals for Supporting Communication

Encourage 
participation 
in meaningful 

social 
activities

Increase 
opportunities to 

retain roles

Stimulate 
verbal 

responses 
and maintain 
verbal skills

Create 
opportunities 
for success

Promote 
awareness of 
surroundings

Provide 
opportunities 

for 
reminiscence

Maintain 
receptive 
language 

skills
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Communication Interventions

Practice everyday 
skills that recur in 

daily life

Focus on skills that 
the environment 

will support

Plan activities that 
match the routines 

of the care 
community

Develop activities 
that use preserved 

abilities



Behavioral Strategies for AD
Bayles & Kim, 2003

• Cues at retrieval same as info used to encode

• Involve client actively in encoding

• Elaborate info at encoding to require thinking beyond 
its basic attributes

• Use material that is logically related

• Link information to larger category

• Use motor movements at encoding

• Use real life stimuli

• Use written information



Environmental Interventions

• Improve communication during ADLs

• Improve communication between resident 
and staff

• Support development of meaningful 
relationships



Environmental Cues

• Help clients know what to expect

• Put the client in the situation that will trigger 
the right pattern

• Use colors are textures to provide information

• Reduce distracting stimulation



Communication Disorders In 
Long Term Care Communities 

• Misunderstood, unrecognized

• Create difficulties between caregivers and care 
recipients, resulting in 
– dependence

– excess disability

– stress among care providers1

• Leads to reduced participation in social activities 
and increased social withdrawal2

1. Steeman et al., 1997; Williamson & Schulz, 1993

2. Potkins, 2003 



Research on the
Communication Environment

Rearranging furniture

Providing conversational partners

Changing lighting and contrast
Adding plants, pictures, 
home-like furnishings

Offering group activities
Using AAC and other 
communication boards

POSITIVE OUTCOMES



Assessing Communication

Existing instruments used by SLPs in residential care communities

• Communicative behaviors

• Memory, orientation, attention, etc.

• ADLs, IADLs

• Social behaviors and mental health

None of these instruments include 
assessment of environmental barriers 
and facilitators 



Assessing the Environment
- Models only describe or categorize potential 
environmental factors

- Environmental assessment instruments address:

• awareness and orientation; 

• functional abilities stimulation; 

• safety and security; privacy; personal control; 

• task performance

• social contact   

None of these instruments include 
significant measures of 
communication-relevant 
environmental factors 



Environment & Communication Assessment 
Toolkit for Dementia Care

• Developed Over Three Years

• Tested with Over 200 Clients with Dementia 
by over 95 Speech-Language Pathologists, 
Nurses, Occupational and Physical Therapists

• Funded by the National Institute on Deafness 
and Other Communication Disorders



Phase I

• Developed resources and demonstrated feasibility of 
the Toolkit for evaluating bedrooms and bathrooms in 
long-term care settings.

• 30 speech-language pathologists tested the 
Communication Toolkit with clients with dementia.

• Results demonstrated a 100% increase in the number 
of environmental interventions that the speech-
language pathologists recommended for clients.



Phase II
• The Toolkit resource guide and assessment 

instruments were expanded and evaluated with a 
larger group of therapists

• The assessment was developed to evaluate the public 
spaces of long-term care facilities: circulation spaces, 
dining room, restroom, and leisure activity areas.

• 63 speech-language pathologists, occupational 
therapists, physical therapists, and nurses tested the 
Communication Toolkit for six months.



Impact
• The number of environmental modifications used with 

clients 2 and 5 months after training was greater.

• Average number of modifications recommended by 
clinicians increased from 9.87 to 11.63 after the initial 
treatment at 2 months and 13.45 after 5 months. 

• The cost of environmental modifications was less than 
$100.



Design Guidelines and Strategies
Optimize cognitive aspects of 
the environment

• Personalize spaces and 
materials

• Maximize cues



Getting Dressed



Controlling Ambient Conditions



Memory Books

• Written and picture cues, in the form of 
Memory Wallets or Memory Books, can aid in 
the retrieval of personal information 
necessary to maintain conversations between 
persons with AD and their caregivers 
(Bourgeois, 1990).



Memory Books

• Reduce the frequency of ambiguous and 
repetitive verbalizations

• Increase turn-taking and topic maintenance

• Reduce partner prompting and conversational 
dominance

– Bourgeois, 1993; Hoerster, Hickey, & Bourgeois, 
2001 



Personalize Spaces



Design Guidelines and Strategies

• Optimize visual aspects 
of the environment

– Enhance lighting

– Enhance visual 
organization

– Maximize sightline

– Maximize contrast

– Minimize glare



Using the Environment to Improve 
Intake (Brush, 2001)

• Examined the impact of increased lighting 
and table setting contrast on intake for 
people with dementia.

– 25 residents (1 nursing home, 1 assisted living 
facility)

– All with a physician diagnosis of dementia



Dining



Enhance Visual Organization



Color Contrast

• Helps to distinguish between different 
types of objects

• Healthy older person requires 3x as much 
contrast as younger person

• Increase contrast to help see better

– light floor, dark table, light plate

– contrasting colored edge on surfaces



Maximize Contrast



Controlling Ambient Conditions

ON

OFF



Minimize Glare



Design Guidelines and Strategies

• Optimize auditory aspects 
of the environment

– Minimize background noise

– Minimize reverberation



Helpful Resources
• www.lrc.rpi.edu

• www.ideasconsultinginc.com

• www.ideasinstitute.org
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