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 “So its seems that listening to music actually 
increases the overall global cognition for 
patients with Alzheimer’s disease,” she said. “So 
clearly that’s a positive.”
 Even more positive is that music offers those 
effects without the need of any psychotropic 
intervention, or medications, Porter said. That 
fact is what inspired one local care center to 
implement a music-based program while the 
organization that started it was expanding 
nationally.

Music and Memory
 At Country Oaks Care Center in Santa 
Maria, music plays throughout the halls. From 
the twanging guitars of classic country to the 
full jazz orchestra of the big band era, there’s 
always something on.
 And there’s always something for residents 
to do at Country Oaks if they want, Activities 
Coordinator Randi Vargas said from the sunlit 
lobby of the care facility. She spoke over the 
chirps of several birds inside a glass-walled 
aviary there, which residents enjoy spending 
time in front of as they watch the birds flutter 
and preen, she said.
 “You can have all the medication in the 
world, but if you’re still depressed and have 
no one to talk to and no activity to keep your 
mind stimulated, or socialization, what kind of 
quality of life do you have?” Vargas said. “My 
department can make you happy, so I think it’s 
a great combination of the medical care and the 
quality of life that we bring. I think that’s super 
important; one is just as important as the other.”
 About three years ago, Country Oaks joined 
the first phase of a program called Music and 
Memory, which provides care facilities with 
MP3 players, computers, and music download 
gift cards to help create tailored playlists for 
patients with dementia and cognitive decline. 
Music and Memory is also a nonprofit, founded 
by Executive Director Dan Cohen, that 
purchases the technology and distributes it to 
care homes that join the program.
 Country Oaks’ owners Dr. John and Sharon 
Henning had seen the documentary Alive 
Inside, which details what music can do for 
those with dementia, Vargas explained, and 
wanted to incorporate it at their care facility. 
Since then, Country Oaks has been an active 
participant in Music and Memory as the 
program has expanded, Vargas said.
 “During that time there wasn’t a whole lot 
that people thought they could do for people 
with dementia and Alzheimer’s, so it gave us 
great hope to give others hope with people 
suffering from dementia, to give them some sort 
of quality of life,” Vargas said. 
 Of the 57 residents currently at Country 

Oaks, around 26 of them 
participate in Music and 
Memory, Vargas said, and 
finding the right music for each 
patient is a process.
 Many residents tell Vargas 
exactly what they love, from 
gospel music to old jazz 
standards, but for those with 
progressed dementia, some 
detective work is involved. She 
talks to their families, asks 
about music that would be tied 
to positive, happy memories, 
especially memories from their 
youth, like what played at their 
high school prom, or the first 
dance at their wedding.
 “What I’ve found with people 
with Alzheimer’s and dementia, 
is their long-term memory isn’t 
as affected, it usually affects 
their short-term memory,” she 
explained. “That’s why people 
tend to regress back, and so if 
we personalized the music, they 
are able to connect with those 
memories that were associated 
with a certain song and kind of 
bring them back to the present, 
make them kind of alert.”
 According to Dr. Porter with 
the Pacific Neurosciences Institute, the ability 
of music to activate the emotional centers of 
the brain, especially when storing and recalling 
memories, explains why beloved music is so 
helpful in managing dementia.
 “Those are all things that help re-establish 
connections in the brain that are hardwired 
over many, many years,” Porter said. “So it can 
help to reinvigorate those areas in the brain.”
 Music and Memory has been so effective 
at Country Oaks that it’s actually helped 
caregivers reduce the amount of psychotropic 
medications needed for patients there, Vargas 
said, earning the facility an award from the 
nonprofit. Because of the power of music, staff 
have been able to help those residents navigate 
sometimes challenging tasks like bathing, 
without drug intervention.
 Music and Memory is also a program that 
Vargas turns to for residents on end-of-life care, 
“whose health is declining fast and they could go 
at anytime,” which they also call “comfort care.”
 “The last thing to go is hearing, and there’s 
nothing like putting a set of headphones on 
and letting them listen to some soothing gospel 
music or something their family says, ‘Hey, this 
is what she loved, and what she’s always loved.’” 
she said. “I play a lot of old gospel hymns, but 
this one lady I had who loved country music, 

that good ole country music, and I tell you, by 
the end of her days, if she wasn’t tapping her 
foot, smiling to Merle Haggard … .” 

Community caring
 For Eastey, who leads Hancock’s sensory 
awareness class from the piano bench, nothing 
beats a live performance.
 She plays at care facilities like Country Oaks, 
Villa Maria Care Center, and the Santa Maria 
Wisdom Center, most of which have acoustic 
pianos, she said. That’s what the majority of 
residents grew up around, like she did.
 “They were born, a lot of them, in the ’20s 
and ’30s,” Eastey said. “I was born in ’44, so 
I grew up with all the same songs they know 
because my mom played the piano and we 
didn’t even have a TV until I was 10. Everybody 
sang around the piano still.”
 Those who attend Eastey’s classes aren’t just 
passive listeners, they’re active participants, 
singing along, clapping, and more. Making 
music has been linked to neurogenesis, or 
the generation of new brain cells, Dr. Porter 
explained, as well as “various repairing 
mechanisms in the brain.”
 But more than just getting the cognitive 
benefits of singing and listening, residents are 
also connecting socially. 
 Social interaction may also be beneficial to 
staving off dementia as well, according to a 
study the National Institutes of Health released 
in 2016. The study suggests that programs “that 
encourage social interactions, light physical 
activity, and cognitive activities among older 
participants may be effective for preventing 
cognitive decline.”
 The pro-social and creative benefits of 
Hancock’s sensory awareness classes aren’t 
lost on the college’s Community Education 
Department. The department’s dean, Sofia 
Ramirez Gelpi, told the Sun that Eastey’s class 
is one of several that are designed to keep local 
seniors active and engaged.
 “We provide a series of courses besides this one 
to help older adults stay fit mentally, physically, 
cognitively,” she said. “We have art classes that 
are geared towards artistic development, but 
hidden within the class are concepts like keeping 
eye coordination, gross motor skills, fine motor 
skills, things of that sort.”
 Eastey’s sensory awareness classes are a 
lot like what she does directing the choir at 
Oasis, except she incorporates visual aids, like 
computer projections that include photos of the 
artists. She doesn’t have all that technology at 
Oasis, though most same benefits are there, she 
said, and she uses the same songbooks.
 For most of the members of the choir at 

Oasis, staving off cognitive decline wasn’t their 
motivation to join the throng.
 Sandy Boyd, an Oasis member, decided to join 
after she saw the group perform at an organization 
event. She’s aware of the studies that link music 
and social interaction with brain health, but that’s 
not why she’s there every Thursday.
 “I just like to come and sing,” she said. “It looked 
like so much fun that I wanted to be part of it.”
 Engaging in creativity, especially in a group, 
is almost like a Trojan horse of cognitive care. 
Seniors are motivated to sing, paint, or quilt, 
especially when it means they get to meet with 
friends or family.
 But another hidden benefit is for the 
caregivers, whether professionals like Vargas at 
Country Oaks or family who take care of a loved 
one at home. According to Dr. Porter, there are 
health benefits for the caregivers themselves who 
employ music and creativity in their care.
 “If the patient is doing better, then that 
improves the quality of life for the caregiver and 
gives them perhaps a little more free time and a 
better ability for them to socialize and do other 
things that they need to do for their cognitive 
health and well-being,” Porter said. “So 
interestingly, there’s more research now going 
into looking at not only the direct effects of 
music therapy on the patient, but the secondary 
benefits on the caregiver.”
 For Vargas, there’s no study necessary to 
illustrate the benefits of music therapy to her life 
as a caregiver at Country Oaks. 
 Not only does she infuse her family life with 
a variety of music when not at work, but every 
resident at Country Oaks either introduces her to 
something new or connects with her over a favorite 
musical genre or artist. And what that means to her 
patients’ families is important as well.
 “It’s from the heart,” Vargas said. “It’s 
memory, it’s art, it’s all those things at once, 
and it’s such a great feeling. … Even if it’s for 
a brief moment that we can bring them back 
and give them a quality of life, I think we’ve 
accomplished something.”
 In Eastey’s case, even though she’s in her 
70s now, she hasn’t planned to stop teaching 
through Hancock or leading the choir at Oasis. 
The payoff for her is too great to give up.
 “It makes me cry,” she said through tears. “It 
just makes me so happy to see that it’s helping. I 
saw it in my own father and my aunt, and it just 
makes me so happy and blessed to be able to be 
going around to these people.
 “And I think I’ll never be able to retire,” she 
added. “I’ll one day fall off the piano bench, 
because I just can’t.” ❍

Contact Managing Editor Joe Payne at jpayne@
santamariasun.com.

ARTISTIC TREATMENT: Numerous medical studies have shown that playing or listening to music can improve neuropsychiatric 
symptoms of Alzheimer’s disease, like anxiety and depression, and raise the quality of life for those living with the disease, according 
to Dr. Verna Porter, a neurologist with the Pacific Neurosciences Institute in Santa Monica.

CREATIVE CARE: Volunteer Dorothy Tilley, right, chats with Shirley Thomas, center right, at Country Oaks Care Center in Santa Maria, which provides 
numerous activities to keep residents engaged and active physically and mentally. 
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