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“You’ve got to ac-cen-tuate the positive/E-
lim-inate the negative/Latch on to the 
affirmative/Don’t mess with Mister 

In-Between”
 The 20-plus members of the Oasis Senior 
Center Choir all sang in unison with the piano 
accompaniment. Gruff baritones and lilting 
sopranos blended together, filling the room 
with melody.
 Karen Eastey led the group from the piano, 
where she plunked vocal lines before giving 
the full, jazzy accompaniment while the group 
of seniors sang the classic tune first published 
by Harold Arlen and Johnny Mercer in 1944. 
The song was made famous by the era’s most 
popular baritone, Eastey explained after the last 
chord struck.
 “All right, well that was from Bing Crosby,” 
she said. “But now let’s go to 1964, from 
a Broadway show called The Roar of the 
Greasepaint—The Smell of the Crowd, ‘On a 
Wonderful Day Like Today.’”
 The group was ready with the words in hand 
and the tune already in their memories as 
Eastey moved them quickly through one of the 
last songs of their usual Thursday afternoon 
session. It’s a regular gathering, Eastey told 
the Sun, where anyone is welcome to join each 
week, regardless of musical skill or background.
 But that wasn’t even Eastey’s first gig that day.
 She had already performed at a rest home for 
seniors unable to travel to a community center 
or join a choir, but are under constant care. 
Many are experiencing cognitive decline, and 
suffer from Alzheimer’s disease and other forms 
of dementia. 
 Eastey performs and sings those same 
standards as an Allan Hancock College 
instructor, through the college’s Community 
Education Department, teaching sensory 
awareness classes. For the residents in her 
classes with dementia, Eastey has seen firsthand 
the power that music has to connect them with 
their memories, providing moments of joy and 
lucidity, especially with those old songs.

 “Those are the favorite songs that we know, 
the ones from our high school years and 
when we’re in our 20s,” she said. “It helps the 
Alzheimer’s and dementia patients particularly 
to recall old memories through music, the 
music they grew up with and loved.”
 A drug trial announced in July may provide 
a possible breakthrough in slowing the cause of 
Alzheimer’s, but for those currently living with 
the disease, it remains incurable. But years of 
research, including studies from the National 
Institutes of Health, have proved 
that music is a powerful tool to 
help manage the symptoms of 
Alzheimer’s and dementia. 
 Researchers have also found 
that engaging in music, especially 
in social settings like the Oasis 
Senior Center Choir, has been 
shown to stave off cognitive 
decline as well. Caregivers have 
shifted the way they approach 
patients with cognitive decline to 
align with that research, finding 
that music and other arts provide 
tangible and meaningful results.
 In the Santa Maria Valley, Eastey’s program 
isn’t the only one that brings music to the ears 
of dementia patients, better connecting them 
with their caregivers, their families, and their 
own minds.

Disease without a cure
 At least 57 types of diseases are known to 
cause dementia, according to Donna Beal, 
the vice president of program services for the 

Alzheimer’s Association’s California Central 
Coast Chapter. But of those, the most common 
is Alzheimer’s disease.
 Researchers have known for years that 
music is helpful for managing symptoms of 
Alzheimer’s and dementia, she said, which is 
important considering the current treatments 
available.
 “Alzheimer’s disease is the only disease in 
the top 10 in the United States with no real 
treatment and no cure whatsoever,” Beal said. 

“There’s five kinds of medications 
on the market that do anything to 
treat the disease itself, and those 
don’t cure it all, and they have 
much more therapeutic uses in the 
earlier stages, but they in essence 
really just slow the progression.”
    Some of the biggest changes 
in the past decade regarding 
Alzheimer’s have to do with its 
public perception, Beal explained. 
Advocates have argued for more 
funding from the National 
Institutes of Health for research 
into a cure, and Congress has 

pledged more money over the years, she said.
 And how the disease is understood publicly 
has improved as well, she said, from the 
compassion from caregivers to the awareness 
that erratic behavior could possibly be caused 
by Alzheimer’s or dementia.
 “It’s a much more complicated disease than 
people thought for many, many years,” Beal 
said. “People in the community are much 
more aware that what’s going on is an actual 
disease that’s impairing the person’s ability to 

get dressed, take a bath, have a conversation, 
and those types of things. That’s one of the big 
changes I see.”
 Alzheimer’s disease is caused by an excess of 
amyloid tau proteins in the brain, according to 
Dr. Verna Porter, a neurologist and director of 
programs for Alzheimer’s disease, dementia, 
and neurocognitive disorders at the Pacific 
Neurosciences Institute at Providence Saint 
John’s Health Center in Santa Monica.
 A new breakthrough drug, announced at 
the Alzheimer’s Association’s International 
Conference in July, reduced the amount of 
amyloid tau buildup in the brains of more than 
800 patients with early onset of Alzheimer’s, 
according to a release from the Alzheimer’s 
Association. The drug, called BAN2401, is an 
anti-amyloid antibody that may help slow the 
progression of Alzheimer’s.
 The drug is still in its trial phase, Porter said, 
so for now caregivers and medical professionals 
are stuck dealing with the outcome of amyloid 
tau protein buildup, which she said “essentially 
gum up the works of the brain.” 
 “They interfere with nerve signaling and with 
the appropriate transmission of information, so 
they’re essentially blocking a network of finely 
connected and interwoven neurons that normally 
would be able to spread information effectively 
throughout the brain, which is essentially 
memory,” Porter said. “It’s blocking those 
networks and making it far less efficient, which is 
manifesting as memory cognition problems.”
 Those blockages also affect executive 
functions, Porter explained, which include 
“reasoning, judgement, and problem solving.” 
That’s why dementia patients may wander off, 
or have an irrational fear of water, which makes 
something as simple as a bath or shower a 
nightmare for the patient and caregiver.
 That’s where music comes in handy. Porter 
said that just listening to music has been shown 
to improve executive function in patients 
with dementia, as well as improve attention, 
psychomotor speed, and memory.

Caregivers incorporate music to stave off and manage 
the effects of Alzheimer’s and dementia
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Learn more
 The Alzheimer’s Association’s 
California Central Coast Chapter 
connects locals to resources 
in Santa Barbara, SLO, and 
Ventura counties. Information is 
available at alz.org/centralcoast 
or by calling (805) 892-4259.
 The chapter’s Santa Maria 
offices are located at 120 E. 
Jones St., and can be called at 
(805) 636-6432.

ART OF HEALING

ACCENTUATE THE POSITIVE: 
Karen Eastey leads the Oasis 
Senior Center Choir (pictured) as 
well as several sensory awareness 
classes for Allan Hancock College 
at care facilities in Santa Maria. 
The classes use music and 
visual aids to help keep seniors 
stimulated and mentally active 
to help stave off or manage 
symptoms of cognitive decline.
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