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Background 
This project was initiated by GN to bring people with dementia closer to nature.  A model for this activity 

was found in the “Bird Tales” program developed by the US National Audubon Society.  As we indicated 

in our submission to the Medicine Hat news: 

“ “Bird Tales” is a program initiated by Randy Griffin and Ken Elkin with the National Audubon Society.  It 

is an easy-to-implement therapeutic program that uses multi-sensor stimulation and the natural outdoor 

world of birds to help people living with dementia interact with the environment and share a meaningful 

experience with others. Observing birds through sight, sound, smell and touch can encourage staff and 

family interactions, even in elders with advanced dementia, and lift their mood for the rest of the day.” 

As seen from the Bird Tales You Tube videos (Video 1 , Video 2) the program involves two main aspects: 

1. Creating an environment that will attract birdlife to a home or facility where people with dementia 

are living.  This involves installing birdfeeders and birdbaths. 

2. Performing activities that involve interaction between naturalists, particularly birders, with 

dementia residents using stuffed singing birds, pictures, one-on-many and one-on-one 

interactions. 

Funding was obtained from the GN Board and from the Medicine Hat Realtors Charitable Foundation for 

a one-year pilot project.  This allowed us to purchase singing bird toys, birdfeeders and bird feed. 

The project’s approach has been to initiate Bird Tales activities at a selected site for one year in 

collaboration with the facility’s Recreation Director.  Upon completion of the one-year program, GN can 

then transfer the activities fully to the Recreation Director.  The first “pilot project” was performed in 2015 

at Masterpiece (now Park Place River Ridge).   

Activities at Park Place Meadow Ridge 
A follow-up project was initiated for 2016-17 at Park Place Meadow Ridge in the three dementia units.  

The activities at that site included installing feeders in and bird baths in the courtyard and leading group 

sessions. 

Feeders and birdbaths 
A series of hanging and window birdfeeders were initially placed around the facility to attract birds.  Birds 

were already present in the neighbouring Meadowlands facility.  Feeders were also positioned in small 

trees and in windows of the secure courtyards.  A fountain and birdbath were provided by GN and 

positioned in the cozier courtyard, with a path, small trees and flower beds. 

Group sessions 
Seven sessions were offered.  They included: 

1. Presentation of different birds on a computer display along with pictures and toy singing birds. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ASjl9C_GMf4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9ofPnlH8YDc


2. Painting of bird houses. 

3. Hanging of the painted bird houses after being left to dry (a snack was provided by GN 

included). 

4. Presentation of wooden comfort birds crafted by the Medicine Hat Wood Carving Club. 

5. Making artistic “Thank You” cards for the comfort birds crafted by the Medicine Hat Wood 

Carving Club. 

6. Pine cones with peanut butter. 

7. Presentation by Phil Horch and Milt Spitzer. 

The above sessions were usually given with a CD playing bird songs in the background.  With the exception 

of the last presentation by Phil and Milt, each session was presented to the three secured cottages on 

separate days.  GN organized and led the session in one cottage, which provided sufficient information to 

the Recreation Director to run the same session in the other two cottages without GN’s help. 

Successes 
1. Birds did eventually come to the feeders, likely from the neighbouring Meadowlands facility.  They 

were perhaps not as abundant as at River Ridge. 

2. The fountain and birdbath added greatly to the courtyard environment.  The fountain was 

maintained regularly by one or more residents thereby preventing the pump from running dry.  

They were very conscientious about this activity, which was an important part of their daily 

routine.  The same residents also watered the flowers.  Getting residents with dementia involved 

was indeed very rewarding. 

3. A resident in the main building, outside the secure cottages, did a great job in planting flowers 

and vegetables.  Another volunteer, who is the widow of a past resident, has planted an amazingly 

large, dense and beautiful arrangement of petunias in the small courtyard. 

4. As a result of the above efforts, the small courtyard with the fountain is regularly visited by the 

residents of one of the secure cottages. 

5. As in the case of the River Ridge, the Meadow Ridge residents responded well to the 

presentations, including the one given by Phil and Milt, which was open to all the facility residents 

(not only those in the secure dementia units). 

6. The presentation of wooden comfort birds, crafted by the Medicine Hat Wood Carving Club, was 

very well received and reported in the Medicine Hat News. 

7. Residents particularly liked painting bird houses, holding the toy singing birds and the wooden 

comfort birds and having the bird songs CD playing in the background. 

8. The Recreation Director was very enthusiastic and active in the sessions.  The project can 

therefore be comfortably passed on to her now that the one-year project at that facility has been 

completed. 

9. Management and staff (care and maintenance) were supportive throughout the process. 

Challenges 
1. As in the case of the pilot project at River Ridge, it was difficult to find GN volunteers to participate 

in the project and help out in the sessions. 

2. An initial attempt to place hanging and window birdfeeders outside the facility failed because 

deer regularly ate the birdfeed.  This problem did not occur in the secure courtyards. 



3. Because of the smaller number of birds in the area, the window feeders did not seem as busy as 

at River Ridge. 

4. With the exception of the small courtyard with the water fountain, the remaining courtyards were 

not made available to residents on a very frequent basis because residents need to be escorted 

by the staff in spite of the secure courtyard environment. 

5. Other suggested activities such as bird collages and bird bingos were not attempted. 

6. The previous manager offered to introduce a domestic bird into the facility.  Unfortunately she 

left before this could be implemented. 

South Country Sunnyside/Sunnyview 
A meeting was held on March 8th with the recreation staff, including the Recreation Director, at the 

Sunnyside/Sunnyview long-term care facility.  After discussing the Bird Tales program the Recreation 

Director presented the facility’s main needs and objectives.  Based on these discussions, it was proposed 

to: 

1. Facilitate “Bird Tales” group sessions with the first one on April 12th, which will involve creating 

suet for birds using pine cones, peanut butter and bird seeds. 

2. Initiate one-one-one sessions for selected residents with particular interests such as, art, crafts, 

gardening, bird watching.  The latter could involve installing transparent window bird feeders. 

3. Design an upgrade for an existing courtyard to make it more accessible and safe for residents and 

install birds feeder, a fountain and flowers with the help of the facility’s staff and volunteers.  This 

facility already has an established bird population. 

4. Design a totally new natural area in an existing secure area that is no longer in use.  This longer-

term project would involve using GN members who have knowledge in suitable native flowers. 

The above activities highlight GN’s interest to expand the “Bird Tales” project beyond birds to include 

flowers and any other features that provide a “natural” environment.  Along those lines, activities could 

include resident visits to the local Butterfly House and Police Point Park. 

The $1,200 funding recently received from the Medicine Hat Realtors Charitable Foundation will be used 

as part of the financial support for the above activities. 

Way-ahead Report and Discussions 
Following completion of the program at Meadow Ridge, the committee held meetings and wrote a “Way-

ahead” report, which identified areas of possible future activities.  The report recommended adopting a 

two-prong approach targeting 1) Facilities and 2) Individuals. 

Facilities 
Activities at facilities should include:  

1. Setting up birdfeeders, birdbaths and fountains. 

2. Organizing and leading group sessions. 

3. Facilitate one-on-one activities. 

Individuals 
Individuals affected with dementia in a home or facility can greatly benefit by: 



1. Providing them with the opportunity to watch birds near their home or facility room using, for 

example, window feeders. 

2. Encouraging them to participate in a meaningful nature-related activity such as maintaining 

birdfeeders, fountains, birdbaths as well as planting and watering plants. 

In order to do this, GN would need to Identify, Support and Monitor: 

1. Identify the individuals in their home or facility along with their specific needs and capabilities.  

The needs could consist of simply installing a birdfeeder or planting flowers whereas the capability 

determines the feasibility of the resident to regularly fill the feeder or water the flowers. 

2. Support the individuals based on their needs and capability limitations. 

3. Monitor the individuals’ progress and sustained interest.  For the case of people with dementia, 

their interest may change with time due to the progression of the disease or due to the transfer 

from a home to a facility or between facilities.  Monitoring is not only important to properly assist 

the individuals but is essential for GN to know how many individuals are actually being successfully 

helped at a given time. 

Developing a Product 
Based on past experience with the Birding Trails and Flower Brochure projects, volunteers may be more 

likely to step up to the plate if it involves the development of a product.  There are few possible reasons 

for this: 

1. Once the product is completed, the work is done and the volunteers can move on to something 

else. 

2. Meetings are less frequent and are much more flexible in terms of dates. 

3. Project timelines are more flexible.  Although brochures and guides often take longer than 

anticipated to produce, the work is eventually completed. 

4. Volunteers with different skills can be involved.  Some volunteers have a particular naturalist 

expertise, some are people oriented while others are more suited for the technical, artistic or 

literary aspects of the product development. 

Producing a Seniors activity brochure/video/webpage that is suitable for people with various stages of 

dementia could be a useful product that could be made available to Recreation Directors both inside and 

outside Medicine Hat.  If we first focus on a product that can be viewed and downloaded from the GN 

website, the cost would be relatively small. 

Providing a Service 
GN could provide services in the following areas: 

 Offering advice to Recreation Directors in the implementation of activities described in the 

proposed brochure. 

 Participating in the Individual Programs by: 

o Identifying potential individuals at homes and facilities and their needs. 

o Supporting the individuals initially and, when needed, regularly. 

o Monitoring the progress. 

Regular support is the most challenging in terms of volunteers.  For example, window feeders require 

frequent and regular filling.  As in the case of birdbaths, they also need to be occasionally cleaned.  In 



some cases, this can be done by family members or facility staff and residents.  Another possibility is to 

work with the City Seniors department, which has a volunteer base and an established clientele for its 

Meals-on-Wheels program. 

Respectfully submitted, 

Dee Armstrong and Paul Thibault 

 


