
 

  

Including dementia – where to begin? 

A guide to help teachers incorporate dementia into the 

school curriculum. 

Being asked to introduce a new topic into your curriculum can be a daunting prospect for any teacher, 

but even more so when it’s a topic that you potentially know nothing about. Take dementia for 

example. It may not seem an obvious choice, but a recent initiative challenged schools to teach their 

pupils about dementia, and the response was incredible.  

The Association for Dementia Studies at the University of Worcester evaluated a pilot project involving 

22 schools across England, and have used their findings and recommendations to develop the following 

guide to help teachers break down the challenge into manageable steps. It draws on the work carried 

out within Pioneer Group of schools to provide examples of what works and what can be done to make 

the process a lot smoother for everyone involved.  

This guide does not provide information about the evaluation itself, but interested parties can access 

the final evaluation report on the Association for Dementia Studies website at 

https://www.worc.ac.uk/about/academic-schools/school-of-allied-health-and-community/allied-

health-research/association-for-dementia-studies/ads-research/previous-projects.aspx  

The five areas covered within this guide are: 

Understand why it’s important for children to know 
about dementia 

Don’t underestimate the importance of planning 

Use a varied approach 

Evaluate the impact 

Take time to reflect on what you’ve done and share it 
with others 
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Understand why it’s important for 
children to know about dementia  1 

Prevalence of dementia increases with age, and as we are faced with an ageing global population the 
impact of dementia is becoming a national and international concern. In the UK alone, approximately 
800,000 people are currently living with dementia, with this figure set to double over the next 40 years 
(Alzheimer’s Society, 2013). 

Stigma and social isolation act as barriers to inclusion, preventing people from leading full and 
meaningful lives. The stigma around dementia is saturated in fear and negativity, with people regularly 
reporting the ‘burden’ of dementia, and the ‘incurable and debilitating’ nature of the disease. Tackling 
these challenges: 

“Dementia is an important 
topic that people must be 

aware of” 

(Year 6 pupil) 

“It is absolutely about children’s health and well-
being ‘cause of course we’re all affected by 

people in our community who have dementia”  

(Local co-ordinator) 

The current situation 

“can happen only with well-developed and executed political and public 

campaigns to support a societal shift towards acceptance and inclusion of 

people affected by dementia” 

(Alzheimer’s Society, 2012, p2). 

 In the UK the Government have responded to public concern through the Prime Minister’s Challenge on 
Dementia (Department of Health, 2012), which set out their commitment to build on Living Well with 
Dementia:  A National Dementia Strategy (Department of Health, 2009) to support those living with 
dementia and their carers. One key area of the challenge is creating dementia-friendly communities 
that understand how to help. 

 

Children as citizens of the 
future 

“As these children grow up they’re going to be doctors, carers, 

working in shops, whatever it is, all of us will need to have that 

understanding of dementia and the community” 

(Local co-ordinator) 

 



 

  Educating young people to become citizens of the future who are informed and prepared, not only 
enables them to develop their own sense of self but also to become active members of a cohesive 
community. School pupils are the citizens of the future and schools are a key part of the wider 
community. Therefore, any efforts to create dementia-friendly communities must involve schools and 
must be sustainable. 

“It is so important to remove the 
stigma of dementia in society and 
achieve better community support 

and engagement for now and in the 
future, by educating children about 

the condition” 

(Primary school teacher) 

In a similar way to many illnesses or conditions that set 
people apart as being ‘different’ dementia is shrouded 
in misconception and ignorance. Many children are 
fearful of meeting someone with dementia simply 
because they don’t know what to expect; the ‘fear of 
the unknown’ can be overwhelming. Unless these issues 
are addressed at the earliest opportunity, the stigma 
currently attached to dementia cannot be challenged as 
young people grown into adulthood. Addressing 
sensitive issues through education is key to ensuring 
young people are ready to face the challenges of 
tomorrow and embrace the future with confidence. 

Healthy lifestyles and risk 
factors 

“It hadn’t occurred to me that smoking 
could cause dementia because of 
narrowing to the arteries to your 

brain”  

(Year 9 pupil) 

“I cannot think of a better way of getting 
the ‘don’t smoke, don’t take drugs, don’t 

drink to excess, and eat sensibly’ message 
across than this”  

(Secondary school teacher) 

Although dementia is generally seen as affecting old people, several risk factors associated with the 
condition mean that our actions as we grow up can potentially have an impact on our chances of 
developing dementia. Teaching pupils about dementia can therefore help to reinforce the benefits of 
leading a healthy and active lifestyle, which has implications far beyond the scope of dementia. 

Children are actually interested 
in learning about dementia 

“It’s good to learn about dementia 
because there could be people with 
relatives who have dementia and 
they could have no idea how to 

treat them. Also it will teach people 
not to be scared when they 

shouldn’t be” 

(Year 6 pupil) 

 

Research has demonstrated that younger people are 
generally more open to finding out about dementia than 
older people are with 25% of 18-24 year olds want to 
learn about dementia compared to only 15% of those 
aged over 55 (YouGov, 2012). Indeed the pupils who 
participated in the pilot project who were younger than 
this sample were not only keen to learn about dementia 
but could also appreciate why it is such an important 
topic. 



 

  

It’s not all about the pupils – or 
dementia 

As is the way with many projects, the impact of the pilot was far wider than expected, so introducing 
dementia into your curriculum could have a variety of benefits. In addition to pupils becoming more 
aware of dementia and dementia-related concepts, the way they see older people in general can 
change, especially if they are able to develop relationships with people from a different generation.  

 
“It’s just amazing listening to them [...] really 

appreciating older people in a very different way”  

(Secondary school teacher) 

Project activities can also enhance personal development by improving the confidence and 
interpersonal skills of many pupils, which can be transferred to other subjects across the curriculum 
and support pupils who may be more vocationally-focused.   

Teaching and learning about dementia can also be beneficial for the teachers involved, especially those 
who may have personal experience of dementia, and for the wider school population in general. 
Depending on the activities undertaken, such projects can have a positive impact on people with 
dementia and carers involved in project by giving them a sense of purpose and feeling valued. The 
wider community can also benefit, partly through their dementia-awareness being improved and partly 
through forging or strengthening links with schools.  

“Deciding to include dementia as part of our PSE 
programme was one of the best decisions I have made in so 

many ways”  

(Secondary school teacher) 
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 Don’t underestimate the importance 
of planning 2 

As a teacher you’ll be used to planning lessons, but during the pilot project a number of points were 
raised regarding what would have made planning a dementia curriculum easier for teachers.  

There’s never enough time – or 
maybe there is… 

First off, find out how much time has been allocated to dementia in the curriculum. Is it one lesson? A 
term? A whole year? Also, which subjects and year groups will be involved? Determining the scale of 
any work is key, but don’t worry if there’s not as much time as you were hoping. During the pilot 
project a whole variety of approaches were used by different schools, from a set of 3 Personal Social 
and Health Education lessons for one year group to a whole school approach across all years and all 
subjects, and all had a positive impact on the pupils’ understanding of dementia.  

Next, try to get some dedicated or ring-fenced time for you to plan the project, so that other 
commitments don’t put pressure on your time. 

 
“Free up somebody, the person that’s responsible to have a 

window of time allocated to dementia, otherwise it will 
really limit what they can do”  

(Secondary school teacher) 

It can also be useful to see if another member of staff is willing to help you out and either work with 
you or support you to get things started. They may also provide a different perspective and be a source 
of ideas that will improve your dementia curriculum. 

Don’t be afraid to admit if you don’t know anything about dementia, but be aware that in order to plan 
your work you will need to improve your own understanding first. The Alzheimer’s Society is a good 
starting point as they have a wide range of factsheets explaining different aspects of dementia. 

Be realistic about what is achievable within the time you have available for the work. It’s important not 
to try and do too much, and often focusing on fewer areas in greater depth can be more beneficial. To 
help keep on top of the planning, some key points to bear in mind are: 

 

 What do you want the pupils to get out of it? 

 What are the key messages you want to get across? 

 What is appropriate for the age group(s) involved? 



 

 

  Don’t reinvent the wheel 

As a result of the pilot project, lots of dementia-related resources and ideas were collated from other 
schools. These will be freely available in a dementia resource suite which will be accessible via the 
Alzheimer’s Society website at https://www.alzheimers.org.uk/get-involved/dementia-friendly-
communities/dementia-friendly-generation. They provide an excellent starting point for any teachers 
looking for idea and inspiration so rather than starting from scratch, you could look into using these 
existing resources as they are, or adapt them to make them more suitable for your own project. 

Within your local area, or indeed within your school, there will also be lots of other resources that you 
could include in your plans, such as local dementia groups or branches of the Alzheimer’s Society or 
Dementia UK, care homes, other schools who may be interested in working together, or staff members 
with experience of dementia. Where possible, it can also be useful to give pupils the chance to provide 
input into the project planning as it can help them to take ownership of any work. 

 

Thinking ahead 

During the planning phase it’s worth considering the impact of including dementia in the curriculum. 
For example, be aware that some pupils and/or staff involved in the work may have family experiences 
of dementia and so could find some elements of the work uncomfortable or upsetting. Ensuring that 
appropriate support in place to help these individuals within the school should therefore be included in 
any planned work. 

“I discovered that a number of the 
children and staff at the school had 

already been touched by family 
members, friends and neighbours 

having dementia, and were struggling 
to some to terms with what was 

happening to that person” 

(Primary school teacher) 

 

“My great, great Aunt has Dementia 
and she sometimes forgets who I am 

and it really makes me sad but 
thanks to the Dementia project I can 

understand what’s wrong”  

(Year 6 pupil) 

It is also worth deciding before you start whether you want to measure the impact of the project as this 
may require a baseline or ‘pre’ project activity which cannot be done retrospectively. 

Sustainability of the project should also be considered before you start as it could affect the way you 
put things in place. Be clear if the project is a ‘one-off’ or if you will be repeating it in the future. Also 
make it clear what your expectations are of any external groups that you ask to be involved in the 
project. For example, some groups may not want to commit to a long-term repeated project while 
others may assume that there will be an ongoing link with them as the result of being invited to be part 
of just one lesson. Managing expectations when people with dementia are involved is especially 
important as it will enable them to get a full understanding of what will be required. 

https://www.alzheimers.org.uk/get-involved/dementia-friendly-communities/dementia-friendly-generation
https://www.alzheimers.org.uk/get-involved/dementia-friendly-communities/dementia-friendly-generation


 

 

   

Including a variety of activities within projects of any size is good as they can have a bigger impact on 
pupils and enhance the learning experience.  There are many different aspects of dementia which could 
be explored with pupils, making it a good topic for inclusion across the curriculum. For example some of 
the activities from the pilot project included: 

A chance to get creative 

“We took some of the Media, Health and Social Care and Art students to make a 
presentation at a Conference at the University of Plymouth. They all did really well in 

front of an audience of health professionals and academics - it was particularly good to 
hear the art students explain the thinking behind their posters and how it connected to 

what they had learned about dementia from dementia carers”  

(Secondary school teacher) 

Use a varied approach 3 

 Maths – prevalence rates, diagnosis rates, memory games 

 Art – awareness posters, producing reminiscence items 

 Technology – aids and assistance devices 

 Music – singing for the brain, the link between music and 
reminiscence, song writing competitions 

 Science – studying the brain, diet and lifestyle 

 English – poems or short stories about what it feels like to 
have dementia 

 Drama – role playing or a short performance about how to 
respond to a person with dementia 

 Media – memory boxes, reminiscence activities 

In addition, many activities provide the opportunity for pupils to explore dementia in a more practical 
and creative way, rather than focusing on facts and figures. 

“The trees provided a very ‘visual representation’ of 
the project and were a great way of harnessing 
experiences of and initiating the conversation 

about dementia in our school” 

(Secondary school teacher) 

 



 

 

  Different perspectives 

“Having the input from an expert was reassuring for the 
teacher” 

(Secondary school teacher) 

 Getting input to the project from external people can 
provide a wealth of information and a different insight 
into dementia. This could include professionals, people 
who work with or care for people with dementia, family 
carers and people with dementia. 

Where possible, this avenue is worth pursuing as people 
can find it more rewarding and engaging to learn from 
someone they are not familiar with. This can include 
learning from each other rather than a teacher, so 
encouraging pupils to present what they have learnt can 
help teach others at the same time as reinforce the 
learning for the individuals involved. 

However, it is worth recognising that some activities 
may be more complex to organise and require more 
planning. For example, people with dementia may 
require additional support if they are invited into a 
school environment or trips to external groups would 
have to be arranged and coordinated. 

 

Whichever approach you choose and whatever activities you do, the key is to keep it simple and make 
sure that the work is relevant for the pupils. During the pilot phase the schools explored a variety of 
different ideas of differing complexity, and all saw a positive impact on the pupils’ understanding of 
dementia. 

“We had a dementia carer visit us 
and she gave us a talk. She helped 

with the understanding of the 
actual disease. Like speaking 

calmly, triggering memories and not 
correcting them if it doesn’t harm 

them e.g. drinking out of a jam jar. 
Her talk made me more confident to 
talk to someone with Dementia and 
to not be scared to approach them”  

(Year 8 pupil) 

Keep it simple 

“This project was an eye opener for me, to realise that you 
don’t have to be scared or nervous about Dementia. If I 
spoke to a person or met a person with Dementia now I 

would be confident, in control and calm”  

(Year 8 pupil) 



 

 

   Evaluate the impact 4 
To make sure that you don’t miss out on any baseline or ‘pre’ project information, you need to decide 
before you start whether you want to measure the impact of the project. 

If you decide to evaluate the impact that the project had, don’t forget to carry out any necessary 
evaluation activities at appropriate points in the work. This may be a follow-up questionnaire or circle 
time activity at the end of the project, or may be regular updates throughout the life of the project, 
depending on your approach. It may also be appropriate to carry out a further activity 3-6 months after 
the project to see if there has been a longer-lasting impact. 

Things to consider 

If you do decide to evaluate your project, some key points to bear in mind are: 

 Make sure any evaluation activity is appropriate for the 

pupils. For example you may choose a circle time activity for 

younger pupils, while individual questionnaires may be 

possible with older pupils 

 If you decide to use a questionnaire:  

o Keep it short, simple and clear; 

o Have a mix of tick boxes and written answers; 

o Make it clear to pupils that it is ok if they don’t know 

how to respond. It’s not a test, and there are no 

right/wrong answers; 

o Getting pupils to complete them online rather than 

paper copies will save a lot of time on data entry; 

o Work out what you are trying to show and how the 

questions will help with this. 

 Decide who the evaluation is for and who the results will be 

shared with: 

o This could influence the level of detail required 

 Be aware of how much time and work it will involve. 



 

 

  Take the time to reflect on what 
you’ve done and share it with others 5 

Make sure that everyone involved in the project is thanked for their input, such as support staff at 
school, professionals, care homes, people with dementia, carers, local organisations etc. It can also be 
good to share any feedback or outcomes with them to show them the impact of their involvement. 

Sharing information with other pupils, teachers and parents is also beneficial as it will help them to 
understand the project and also raise their own awareness of dementia in the process. These sharing 
activities could include school assemblies, displays around the school and celebration events in the local 
community. You can also share what you have done with other teachers, and ask for any new resources 
or ideas you’ve developed to be included in the dementia resource suite. 

Many schools from the pilot project got the local media involved as it helped to raise the profile of the 
schools as well as dementia awareness in the wider community, and gave pupils a sense of pride that 
their work was being recognised more widely. Don’t be afraid to celebrate and enjoy what you’ve 
achieved! 

I’d like to thank… 

Stay in touch 

Depending on the future of your project, make sure that you keep in regular contact with anybody who 
you wish to work with again or who you want to maintain a link with. For example, developing a link 
with a local care home or community group may be mutually beneficial and enjoyable even if they have 
no further input to your dementia work.  


