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 In 2015, the University of South 
Florida (USF) was approached by the exec-
utive director of the Tampa Museum of Art, 
who was seeking to create specialized pro-
gramming for museum patrons with Alzhei-
mer’s disease. The museum’s interest in 
developing such activities and services was, 
in part, responding to a great local need; 
among U.S. states, Florida has the highest 
percentage of residents over the age of 65, 
and nearly 12% of older adults in Florida 
have been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s dis-
ease (State of Florida, n.d.). As Baby 
Boomers age and life expectancy increases, 
Alzheimer’s is becoming more prevalent 
nationwide, with the Alzheimer’s Associa-
tion predicting that nearly 14 million Amer-
icans will be diagnosed with the condition 
by the year 2050 (Alzheimer’s Association, 
2017). This statistic suggests that communi-
ty institutions across the country should be 
preparing to serve the growing segment of 
the population diagnosed with Alzheimer’s, 
and their caregivers, whose lives are also 
impacted by the disease.  
 
 

BACKGROUND AND PURPOSE 
METHODOLOGY 

 
 Research has demonstrated that in-
dividuals diagnosed with Alzheimer’s as 
well as their caregivers experience isola-
tion, anxiety in social settings, and in-
creased cognitive decline due to a lack of 
stimulating experiences (Camic, Baker, & 
Tischler, 2016). The ability to visit a wel-
coming “safe space” can combat these det-
rimental effects and provide opportunities 
for positive intellectual and social engage-
ment (Rhoads, 2009). Over the past decade, 
many museums around the country have 
demonstrated foresight and vision by insti-
tuting programming designed for individu-
als affected by Alzheimer’s disease, with 
subsequent research demonstrating the effi-
cacy of their efforts in terms of reducing 
stress and loneliness for patients and care-
givers (Lamar & Luke, 2016).  
 The pioneering program in this are-
na was “Meet Me,” the Museum of Modern 
Art (MoMA), New York’s Alzheimer’s 
Project, which adapted the museum’s tradi-
tional teaching methodologies and approach 
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to suit an audience with potential communi-
cation and cognition challenges (Museum 
of Modern Art, New York, 2009). “Meet 
Me” advocated for interactive, discussion-
based engagements with art, led by a muse-
um curator and accommodating up to eight 
individuals with Alzheimer’s disease and 
their caregivers. Deliberate questions posed 
by the curator allowed for structured con-
versation in these small groups to progress 
from observation to description, interpreta-
tion, and connection building around and 
about a work of art (Rosenberg, 2009). Re-
search conducted at New York University 
found that this approach promoted feelings 
of intellectual stimulation, information re-
call and retention, and positive emotional 
carryover among its participants (Mittleman 
& Epstein, 2009). Around the country, 
more than 60 cultural institutions now offer 
art appreciation programming for persons 
with Alzheimer’s disease similar to that de-
veloped by MoMA (Parsa, Humble, & Ger-
ber, 2010). Other museums have cultivated 
a more hands-on approach to Alzheimer’s-
related art therapy. The Walker Art Center 
in Minneapolis and the Tate Britain Gallery 
in London, for example, both incorporate 
the experience of making art in planned 
museum excursions for Alzheimer’s pa-
tients and their caregivers (Chancellor, 
Duncan, & Chatterjee, 2014). 
 As cultural cornerstones of the com-
munity and historically safe spaces for self-
expression (Salom, 2008), it is both logical 
and laudable that museums have stepped in 
to provide therapeutic experiences for Alz-
heimer’s patients and their caregivers. 
However, museums should not be expected 
to serve alone; institutions of higher educa-
tion also have the potential to play an im-
portant—and public—role in meeting the 
needs of these populations. Existing re-
search has illustrated several benefits of in-
tergenerational service-learning experiences 
for both college-aged students and older 
adults in the community (Roodin & Shed-
lock, 2013), from improving the emotional 
well-being of older adults (Requena Her-
nandez, 2008) to reducing the prevalence of 

negative stereotypes about aging (Hawkins, 
1996). Particularly in the case of older 
adults with Alzheimer’s disease, such a ser-
vice-learning experience can attune students 
to the existence and needs of a population 
group that often goes unnoticed in the larg-
er community, due to both the invisibility of 
the illness itself as well as self-imposed so-
cial isolation among patients and caregivers 
(Ortigara & Scher McLean, 2013). Intimate 
interactions with people suffering from Alz-
heimer’s disease provide students with the 
opportunity to see these individuals as more 
than a diagnosis; such encounters build em-
pathy and deepen students’ understanding 
not just of the disease itself, but also of the 
human condition in general (Zeisel, 2009). 
 USF was, therefore, pleased to re-
spond to the call for collaboration around 
the development of Alzheimer’s-specific 
programming for the Tampa Museum of 
Art, viewing this opportunity as not only a 
manifestation of the University’s sense of 
responsibility to the community, but as a 
partnership that would also be beneficial to 
students. The collaboration found a home in 
the Honors College at USF, which is dedi-
cated to providing unique educational op-
portunities to highly motivated and intellec-
tually curious students, while engaging with 
the community through service-learning 
endeavors and interdisciplinary collabora-
tive research. This article will reflect upon 
the creation of Connections, the resulting 
intergenerational service-learning partner-
ship between USF’s Honors College and 
the Tampa Museum of Art inspired by 
MoMA’s “Meet Me” Alzheimer’s Project, 
in the hopes of encouraging and enabling 
other universities to collaborate with art in-
stitutions in the community.  
 In Connections, Honors students 
learn about medical conditions including 
Alzheimer’s disease, depression, and post-
traumatic stress disorder, and are trained in 
the Visual Thinking Strategies method of 
art exploration, which allows participants to 
give their own personal interpretations of 
works of art without fear of judgment or 
failure. Particularly in people diagnosed 
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with Alzheimer’s disease, this method has 
been found to help participants access and 
express memories, practice or regain their 
communication skills, externalize emotions, 
relieve stress and anxiety, and promote pos-
itive feelings (Yenawine, 2013; Bennington 
et al., 2016). Students, meanwhile, master 
core competencies such as detailed observa-
tion, deep listening, critical thinking, and 
empathy. Through this immersive experi-
ence at the intersection of art, medicine, and 
mental health, students in Connections also 
have the opportunity to further the research 
in fields such as art therapy, museum edu-
cation, and service-learning pedagogy. In 
describing the logistics of the collaboration, 
instructional design for the course, and on-
going undergraduate research, this reflec-
tion seeks to encourage other educators to 
partner with museums in their communities 
to provide a service-learning experience 
that benefits students and those impacted by 
Alzheimer’s disease. 
 

PARTNERSHIP FORMATION 
 
 In fall of 2015, 18 Honors students 
from a range of majors including biomedi-
cal sciences, psychology, and art history 
volunteered to travel to the museum once 
per week to learn about the medical condi-
tions they would encounter in visitor 
groups. With the help of dedicated faculty 
and staff contributing their expertise on a 
voluntary basis, these students were trained 
to use the Visual Thinking Strategies meth-
od of art exploration to engage participants 
from the community in meaningful conver-
sation around a work of art.  
 
Selection of Visual Thinking Strategies 
Method 
 Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS) is 
a method of engaging with art in which a 
trained facilitator stimulates and moderates 
discussion among viewer-participants. It is 
characterized by extended observation, crit-
ical thinking, discussion, careful listening, 
positive reinforcement, and the construction 
of connections among concepts (Yenawine, 

1999). VTS was developed in the early 
1990s by Abigail Housen, a cognitive psy-
chologist, and Philip Yenawine, former Di-
rector of Education at the Museum of Mod-
ern Art in New York, as part of an initiative 
to better engage, educate, and empower mu-
seum visitors to cultivate their viewing 
skills. Positive response to this method of 
engaging with a work of art has since led to 
VTS being used beyond the museum, in 
educational as well as clinical settings 
(Yenawine, 2013). In a VTS session, view-
er-participants are invited to closely exam-
ine a work of art as a group, before being 
asked a sequence of open-ended yet precise 
questions by a facilitator. The questions—
“What’s going on in this picture?,” “What 
do you see that makes you say that?,” and 
“What more can we find?”—are phrased in 
order to promote deep, patient observation, 
evidenced-based analysis, and narrative 
meaning-making. Following a response 
from members of the group, the facilitator 
provides feedback by paraphrasing the 
comments made by each viewer-participant 
and building links between such remarks, 
without judgment or evaluation of whether 
the comment is “correct.” Studies have 
shown that participating in this specific for-
mat of interaction and engagement with a 
work of art improves communication skills 
and builds a sense of mental clarity, confi-
dence, and curiosity through its emphasis 
on sustained looking, guided questioning 
and discussion, and positive reinforcement 
(Yenawine, 2013)—all benefits that are par-
ticularly relevant and helpful for Alzhei-
mer’s patients (Camic, Baker, & Tischler, 
2016). Research demonstrates that VTS can 
also be advantageous for college-aged stu-
dents, enhancing visual literacy, pattern 
recognition, verbal and listening facilities, 
tolerance for ambiguity and uncertainty, 
and cultural openness (Childress & Chen, 
2015).  
 
Engaging with Participants 
 After learning about VTS and prac-
ticing with one another for the duration of a 
semester, the initial group of students began 
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working with patients recruited from local 
Alzheimer’s disease support groups and 
assisted living facilities. The museum was 
responsible for enlisting patients, and did so 
by reaching out to activity directors at the 
types of facilities described above with in-
formation about the program. Individuals 
diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease and 
their caregivers were invited to attend what 
was billed as a “free mental healthcare and 
community art engagement program” on 
the second Wednesday of each month 
(Tampa Museum of Art, n.d.). Two-hour 
sessions were held in the morning so as to 
avoid “sundowning,” (Jakel, 2017) and fea-
tured a social mixer for the first 30 minutes 
of the meeting time, which allowed partici-
pants to become more comfortable inhabit-
ing the museum space and interacting with 
one another. Students worked in pairs to 
facilitate art interactions using VTS with 
groups of no more than 10 patients and 
caregivers, with the group size limited so as 
to ensure that all participants would have an 
opportunity to contribute to the conversa-
tion. Instructor observation and feedback 
from students indicated that student facilita-
tors were most comfortable and confident 
working together in teams, and were also 
better able to field comments from and 
manage the participant group if they had a 
partner.  
 These first sessions were so success-
ful that the museum soon began offering 
student-led VTS programming weekly, on 
regularly scheduled days and times, ex-
panding the scope to also include people 
struggling with depression and individuals 
diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disor-
der. These sessions quickly attracted the 
attention of dozens of community members 
in need of Alzheimer’s-friendly program-
ming, as well as businesses in the commu-
nity interested in supporting such a venture. 
In its first year, Connections received cor-
porate sponsorship as well as grants from 
two non-profit foundations that assisted in 
offsetting the museum’s costs and raising 
the public profile of this unique cross-
institutional partnership (Lake, 2016). Cul-

tivating relationships with external financial 
partners expanded the reach and more deep-
ly embedded Connections into the commu-
nity; it also assisted in alleviating any con-
cerns about the fiscal viability and sustaina-
bility of a free-to-the-public museum pro-
gram, and illustrated the willingness of 
community agencies to contribute to what 
they perceived to be a worthwhile cause. 
 Connections was equally popular in 
the academic setting; in the second semester 
offering the volunteering opportunity, twice 
the number of students applied to partici-
pate. In 2016, the first group of student re-
cruits continued to work with patients. In-
spired by research that demonstrates the 
efficacy of peer mentorship in advancing 
student learning, the initial trainees were 
also asked to serve as trainers for new vol-
unteers (Bichy & O’Brien, 2014). This sys-
tem of peer mentorship assisted in the 
onboarding process for new volunteers, and 
also helped promote increased consistency 
and stability in the Connections program. 
 

COURSE CREATION 
 

 The Honors College was compelled 
to convert the voluntary program to a credit
-earning, service-learning capstone course 
due to the increasing visibility of the Con-
nections program in the community, as well 
as high student demand for the type of in-
tergenerational service-learning and re-
search experience it provided. Doing so has 
allowed for the inclusion of much greater 
academic rigor as well as deeper engage-
ment with the topics of the course. This has 
been achieved via tested pedagogical meth-
ods including active learning, service-
learning reflection, and cooperative re-
search, which shaped the creation of read-
ing, writing, participatory, and research re-
quirements for the class. 
 
Learning Outcomes and Pedagogical De-
sign 
 Connections was developed as a 
special section of the pre-existing Honors 
capstone course (IDH 4970), which histori-
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cally has been interpreted as the culmina-
tion of the undergraduate learning experi-
ence in directed individual research. Exist-
ing learning outcomes for the course were: 

 Students will develop an original ques-
tion, problem or other project; forms 
include, but are not limited to, tradition-
al research, creative design/production, 
business plan, construction of an art-
work, or another approved format. 

 Students will draw on course content in 
conjunction with prior disciplinary 
training, and/or other undergraduate ex-
perience in developing an approach to 
inquiry. 

 Students will execute and complete a 
major project, documenting frame-
works, methods, analysis, findings, and 
conclusions as appropriate to the pro-
ject. 

 In Connections, the research compo-
nent was retained, but retooled to align with 
the theory of cooperative learning. Instead 
of requiring students to attain the learning 
outcomes described above as individuals, 
students in Connections instead were asked 
to work in teams to develop and pursue a 
research question, as a means of promoting 
positive interdependence, increased face-to-
face interactions, individual and group ac-
countability, improved interpersonal skills, 
and opportunities for group processing 
(Johnson, Johnson, & Holubec, 1990). Spe-
cifically, this course employed the model of 
group investigation (Sharan & Sharan, 
1992), wherein students were permitted to 
form their own two- to six-member groups, 
cultivate a unique research question (rather 
than being assigned a path of inquiry), and 
determine individual tasks that would con-
tribute to the completion of a major project. 
This particular methodology corresponds to 
the values of cooperative learning, but also 
requires the skills of individual responsibil-
ity, autonomy, and independent inquiry 
(Slavin, 1999) that the existing learning 
outcomes for the capstone course sought to 
promote. 
 Additional learning outcomes were 
added to Connections, in order to reflect the 

service-learning focus and the active learn-
ing approaches employed in the course. The 
new learning outcomes were, however, left 
general enough so that they might apply to 
any section of the capstone course that 
might in the future embrace an active ser-
vice-learning concentration. The new out-
comes were: 

 Students will actively create connec-
tions between theory, course content, 
and community engagement through 
reflective assignments, experiences, and 
research. 

 Students will participate in active learn-
ing approaches by focusing on activities 
in which the learner discovers meaning 
and acquires knowledge from experi-
ences, the development of questioning 
skills, synthesis of material, and/or 
through comparison and contrast. 

 Students will provide assistance to a 
community agency by contributing 
time, expertise, training, and/or research 
gained through the course content that is 
applicable to the needs of the communi-
ty. 

 The infusion of service-learning into 
a course that had traditionally possessed a 
research focus was justified by recent schol-
arship highlighting the ways in which com-
munity partnerships can provide students 
with unique opportunities to conduct ap-
plied research (Stark, 2013). Additional 
support was provided by pedagogical re-
search demonstrating how service learning, 
in general, makes learning more meaningful 
to students (National Survey of Student En-
gagement, 2008), while intergenerational 
service learning, in particular, can reinforce 
course content and make it more relevant to 
students (Hamon, 2002). Active learning 
strategies were embraced and embodied in 
these learning outcomes in part out of ne-
cessity; students required hands-on training 
and practice in VTS to prepare to work with 
patient groups. However, the pedagogical 
philosophy of active learning was also suf-
fused throughout other elements of the 
course—from discussion of readings to a 
final research project—as a means of pro-
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moting the acquisition of critical competen-
cies through experiences in the classroom 
and museum setting (Paulson & Faust, 
1998). 
 
Structure and Assignments 
 The class meets once per week at 
the museum, for a three-hour session that 
encourages extended engagement with the 
service-learning community partner, an es-
sential contributor to the efficacy of a ser-
vice-learning experience (Connor & Erick-
son, 2017). Generally, each meeting is com-
prised of two distinct components. The first 
half of each session convenes in the muse-
um’s educational space, and is modeled af-
ter an active classroom experience. Weekly 
reading responses due in advance of class 
help students prepare to debate and discuss 
readings and peer-reviewed research from 
fields including psychology, art history, 
medicine, and educational pedagogy. Dis-
cussion is guided and moderated by the fac-
ulty member teaching the course; guest 
speakers from organizations such as the 
Alzheimer’s Association and the U.S. De-
partment of Veterans Affairs are also invit-
ed, to enrich the students’ perspectives on 
the diseases they will encounter in patient 
populations. Since critical reflection is con-
sidered a crucial component to meaningful 
service learning (Molee, 2010; Karasik, 
2013), students are required to keep a learn-
ing journal in which they write weekly on 
the ways in which class activities and dis-
cussion connect to readings, guest lectures, 
their understanding of Alzheimer’s disease 
and other impairments, outside experiences, 
and their overall sense of self and commu-
nity.  
 During the second half of each 
weekly session, the class heads into the gal-
leries of the museum with their instructor 
and the museum’s education curator. Here, 
students practice VTS as well as other 
unique methods of engagement with art, 
such as a word association game. For this 
activity, facilitators shuffle a deck of cards, 
each imprinted with a word describing an 
emotion such as “joyous,” “frustrated,” or 

“loving.” Participants draw a card, and are 
tasked with finding a work of art in one 
room of the galleries that evokes that emo-
tion for them. Each participant then has the 
opportunity to share their selected artwork 
with the larger group and explain what they 
saw in the work that led to its selection, 
with facilitators directing the conversation 
and paraphrasing all responses. As with 
VTS, this activity asks participants to use 
evidenced-based thinking, access their emo-
tions, and practice communicating with oth-
ers, while having their interpretations and 
experiences validated by others.  
 Students are also encouraged to de-
velop their own activities in the gallery 
space that creatively elaborate on the funda-
mental principles of VTS. Open-ended dis-
cussion, support for multiple perspectives, 
and a demonstration of positive reinforce-
ment are always required, but students can 
otherwise design and implement unique in-
teractions with works of art. One of the 
most successful variations on VTS took 
place in Fall 2016, when a group of stu-
dents experimented with selecting musical 
accompaniments that might complicate or 
challenge a viewer’s initial understanding 
of a work of art. While viewing Goodbye 
My Love #7, a sculpture of a red fiberglass 
airplane with a heart-shaped body by Ester-
io Segura, participants first heard the Cuban 
national anthem played over a facilitator’s 
smartphone in the gallery. A VTS session 
was then held, Frank Sinatra’s “Fly Me to 
the Moon” was played, and another VTS 
session took place in which participants 
were asked to reflect upon the difference 
that the musical selections made in the way 
they interpreted the work of art. This activi-
ty generated such engagement and enthusi-
astic discussion among participants that 
variations of the “musical VTS” session 
have been included in student trainings 
since then. 
 In these weekly gallery sessions, 
students have the opportunity to learn about 
the art on view, design a tour, and practice 
VTS with each other. The class of 19 stu-
dents is divided into four groups; the small-
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er numbers not only make movement in the 
galleries easier, but more importantly, it 
allows for every student to have the oppor-
tunity to practice as a facilitator. Because 
the class is divided in this manner and the 
groups are not confined to a single area of 
the museum, it is essential that at least two 
faculty/staff supervisors are available to 
shadow the groups and provide feedback 
and guidance. It is ideal for each group to 
have its own dedicated mentor; students 
who have completed Connections training 
in prior semesters often volunteer to return 
to assist with supervision and provide men-
torship to current students. Mentors take on 
various roles during each class, sometimes 
taking on the position of teacher by provid-
ing critical feedback and positive reinforce-
ment, and on other occasions playing the 
part of a participant and enacting challeng-
ing situations in which the student facilita-
tors will need to improvise or troubleshoot.  
 
Assessment 
 Before students are able to work 
with patient groups, each group’s mock tour 
is evaluated; students must pass with a 70% 
or higher to be allowed to return to the mu-
seum as a peer mentor and leader of facili-
tation sessions for patient groups. A rubric 
is generated and distributed in advance, 
which illustrates how students are assessed 
on factors including clarity of instructions 
and activities, positive body language, lis-
tening and paraphrasing well, and the abil-
ity to respond to unplanned variables. The 
successful mock tour provides a model for 
students to use when they then lead tours 
and interactions with patient groups in the 
museum. This end-of-semester mock tour is 
also an opportunity to invite community 
partners to the museum, along with friends 
and family, to witness the fruits of the stu-
dents’ labor. Students have expressed feel-
ing a sense of pride, ownership, and success 
in the work they have accomplished, while 
community partners gain valuable insight 
into the activities their patients experience 
and a higher degree of confidence in Con-
nections, having witnessed the level of pro-

fessionalism present among student facilita-
tors. The end-of-semester mock tours are an 
essential form of outreach that helps sustain 
enthusiasm for and interest in the program 
from year to year.  
 
Undergraduate Research 
 Another summative assignment is 
the final research presentation required of 
all students in the capstone course. 
Throughout the semester, assigned readings 
and classroom discussions introduced stu-
dents to key components, processes, and 
procedures connected to undergraduate re-
search. Students worked in small groups to 
brainstorm potential research topics related 
to Connections, and brought their ideas to 
life through a series of formative assign-
ments, such as the composition of a re-
search abstract, literature review, and meth-
odologies proposal. The students used on-
campus resources to prepare their research 
projects and learn more about proposal 
writing, research poster creation, and under-
graduate publishing opportunities. Students 
were required to participate in the Universi-
ty’s undergraduate research and arts collo-
quium, at which they made a poster presen-
tation of their research findings. Like the 
mock tours, this provided students with an 
opportunity to take pride in the work they 
had accomplished, as well as connect with a 
broader community (in this case, primarily 
academic) to build awareness around the 
topics of art and mental health.  
 Although no research with patient 
groups has been conducted to date, the stu-
dents who have participated in the course so 
far have formulated a range of meaningful 
research projects designed to improve the 
classroom experience and highlight direc-
tions for future study about VTS. Already 
in Connections, training practices have been 
adapted to respond to the findings of stu-
dent research. In one project, for example, a 
group of six Connections researchers con-
ducted a feasibility study investigating the 
benefits and possibility of bringing VTS to 
USF’s campus, so that students struggling 
with stress or depression could have access 
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to this program as participants. Through a 
comprehensive literature review, these un-
dergraduate researchers demonstrated that 
applicability of VTS for individuals coping 
with challenges to their mental health, with 
a particular focus on conditions that impact 
college-aged adults. These students com-
piled data from previous studies and pre-
sented it in a viewer-friendly format, 
demonstrating how VTS works and the 
ways in which it has been shown to im-
prove participants’ perceptions of stress and 
anxiety (Singh et al., 2017). The counseling 
center was persuaded of the value of VTS 
for the student population and, thanks to the 
important research of this team and the co-
operation of the University’s art institu-
tions, we will begin training students to fa-
cilitate VTS sessions on campus in Fall 
2017 through a separate section of the cap-
stone course. 
 
Course Outcomes 
 A metric is currently being devel-
oped to measure student achievement of the 
learning outcomes for the Connections cap-
stone course. In the meantime, the Student 
Assessment of Instruction survey adminis-
tered in every course at the university is the 
primary way in which the success of the 
course can be assessed. IRB exemption was 
granted to share results of this survey, 
which provide some quantitative and quali-
tative data indicating support for the poten-
tial impact of this class. For example, on a 
five-point Likert scale, 100% of students 
completing the survey indicated that there 
had been “excellent” (5.0) stimulation of 
interest in the course (University of South 
Florida, 2017). On average, students rated 
the facilitation of learning in Connections 
as a 4.9 on the same scale, compared to the 
College mean score of 4.4 (University of 
South Florida, 2017). Student comments on 
the survey included the following: 

 “This class specifically was wonderful. 
A valuable learning experience espe-
cially in that VTS can be used for other 
ideas and can be transferred to other 
aspects of education and self improve-

ment and community engage-
ment” (University of South Florida, 
2017). 

 “The class is one of the best classes …It 
allows us to apply what we learned in 
class to our classmates and eventually, 
with patients” (University of South 
Florida, 2017). 

 “This class was a unique opportunity 
that I really think benefited everyone 
involved” (University of South Florida, 
2017). 

 “I like the way these capstone classes 
are set up, they have a unique way of 
engaging students while still providing 
the opportunity to conduct and develop 
research. Specifically the Connections 
Program at the Tampa Museum of Art 
is a great course that can engage anyone 
while giving back to the communi-
ty” (University of South Florida, 2017). 

 “This class was so well thought out. The 
amount of work that was assigned was 
manageable and extremely relevant to 
what we did in class. I loved this class 
and recommend it to every-
one” (University of South Florida, 
2017). 

 Outcome data for patient groups is 
also somewhat limited at this time, given 
that no research with these subjects has 
been conducted to date. However, there are 
preliminary signs of the program’s success 
in the community, primarily in terms of its 
growth. Since the start of 2017, students 
have facilitated 50 Connections sessions, 
for more than 400 individuals (Bevel, 
2017). Fourteen organizations in the com-
munity, including the Alzheimer’s Associa-
tion, Wounded Warriors, and many assisted 
living facilities, have partnered with the 
museum to send patients and caregivers on 
a regular basis to participate in student-led 
programming (Bevel, 2017). Additional 
program growth is anticipated, as demand is 
present for more sessions, and students cur-
rently enrolled in the Connections course 
during the Fall 2017 semester will soon 



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education                  Volume 10, Number 1 

59 

 

© Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education 
Copyright © by Indiana State University. All rights reserved. ISSN 1934-5283 

complete their training and become availa-
ble to serve as facilitators in the museum.  
 

CONCLUSION 
 
 The initial success of the Connec-
tions program at inspiring meaningful out-
comes for students and the community, as 
described above, prompted the composition 
of this article as a preview of a promising 
program. As the University-Museum part-
nership matures and institutional approval 
to conduct research with human subjects is 
sought, additional manuscripts will be com-
posed to address future undergraduate re-
search projects that are expected to become 
more sophisticated, and outcome data that 
should be more abundant and quantifiable. 
In the interim, these reflections aim to 
demonstrate the rich potential of a course 
that combines traditional classroom practic-
es, off-site experiential learning, intergener-
ational service learning, and an undergradu-
ate research requirement. This article strives 
to make a case for the value of collabora-
tions between institutions of higher educa-
tion and museums in order to address the 
needs of a growing population of people 
with Alzheimer’s disease in a novel, inter-
disciplinary way. The sources, assignments, 
and methodologies of engagement suggest-
ed in this piece hopefully may assist in 
bringing similar partnerships to life else-
where, in order to benefit individuals with 
Alzheimer’s disease and students alike.  
 
 
 

REFERENCES 

 

Alzheimer’s Association (2017). 2017 Alz-
heimer’s disease facts and figures. 
Retrieved from http://alz.org/
documents_custom/2017-facts-and-
figures.pdf 

Bennington, R., Backons, A., Harrison, J., 
Reader, A., & Carolan, R. (2016). 
Art therapy in art museums: Pro-
moting social connectedness and 
psychological well-being of older 

adults. The Arts in Psychotherapy 
49, 34-43. 

Bevel, B. (2017). Connections presentation 
for Pavilion XXXII (Unpublished 
report). Tampa Museum of Art, 
Tampa. 

Bichy, C., & O’Brien, E. (2014). Course 
redesign: Developing peer mentors 
to facilitate student learning. Learn-
ing Assistance Review, 19(2), 43-57. 

Camic, P., Baker, E., & Tischler, V. (2016). 
Theorizing how art gallery interven-
tions impact people with dementia 
and their caregivers. Gerontologist, 
56(6), 1033-1041. 

Chancellor, B., Duncan, A., & Chatterjee, 
A. (2014). Art therapy for Alzhei-
mer’s disease and other dementias. 
Journal of Alzheimer’s Disease, 39, 
1-11. 

Childress, M., & Chen, D. (2015). Art and 
Alzheimer dementia: A museum 
experience for patients may benefit 
medical students. Neurology, 85(8), 
663-664. 

Connor, J., & Erickson, J. (2017). When 
does service-learning work? Contact 
theory and service-learning courses 
in higher education. Michigan Jour-
nal of Community Service Learning, 
23(2), 53-66. 

Hamon, R. (2002). Service-learning pro-
gram pairs students, elders. The 
Older Learner, 10(3), 4-5. 

Hawkins, M. J. (1996). College students’ 
attitudes toward elderly persons. 
Educational Gerontology, 22(3), 
271-279. 

Jakel, R. (2017). Managing “sundowning.” 
Duke Medicine Health News, 23(4), 
4-5. 

Johnson, D., Johnson, R., & Holubec, E. 
(1990). Circles of learning: Cooper-
ation in the classroom. Edina, MN: 
Interaction Book. 

Karasik, R. (2013). Reflecting on reflection: 
Capitalizing on the learning in inter-
generational service-learning. Ger-
ontology & Geriatrics Education, 
34(1), 78-98. 

http://alz.org/documents_custom/2017-facts-and-figures.pdf
http://alz.org/documents_custom/2017-facts-and-figures.pdf
http://alz.org/documents_custom/2017-facts-and-figures.pdf


Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education                  Volume 10, Number 1 

60 

 

© Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education 
Copyright © by Indiana State University. All rights reserved. ISSN 1934-5283 

Lake, L. (2016, February 14). Scene and 
heard. Tampa Bay Times. Retrieved 
from http://www.tbo.com/health-
lifestyles/scene-and-heard-
20160214/ 

Lamar, K., & Luke, J. (2016). Impact of art 
museum-based dementia program-
ming. Journal of Museum Educa-
tion, 41(3), 210-219. 

Mittleman, M., & Epstein, C. (2009). Re-
search. In F. Rosenberg (Ed.), Meet 
me: Making art accessible to people 
with dementia (pp. 87-105). New 
York: Museum of Modern Art. 

Molee, L. (2010). Assessing learning in ser-
vice-learning courses through criti-
cal reflection. Journal of Experien-
tial Education, 33(3), 239-257. 

Museum of Modern Art, New York (2009). 
Foundations for engagement with 
art. Retrieved from https://
www.moma.org/momaorg/shared/
pdfs/docs/meetme/
Guides_Foundations.pdf 

National Survey of Student Engagement. 
(2008). Promoting engagement for 
all students: The imperative to look 
within. Bloomington: Indiana Uni-
versity Center for Postsecondary 
Research. 

Ortigara, A., & Scher McLean, R. (2013). 
Seeing the person first: Living with 
moderate-stage dementia. Genera-
tions, 37(3), 66-69. 

Parsa, A., Humble, L., & Gerber, C. (2010). 
Two art museum programs for peo-
ple with dementia. Museums & So-
cial Issues, 5, 217-234. 

Paulson, D., & Faust, J. (1998). Active 
learning for the college classroom. 
Los Angeles: California State Uni-
versity. 

Requena Hernandez, C. (2008). Effects of 
intergenerational interaction on ag-
ing. Educational Gerontology, 34, 
292-305. 

Rhoads, L. (2009). Museums, meaning 
making, and memories: The need 
for museum programs for people 
with dementia and their caregivers. 

Curator, 52(3), 229-240. 
Roodin, P., & Shedlock, D. (2013). Inter-

generational service learning: A re-
view of recent literature and direc-
tions for the future. Gerontology and 
Geriatrics Education, 34(1), 3-25. 

Rosenberg, F. (2009). Meet me: Making art 
accessible to people with dementia. 
New York: Museum of Modern Art. 

Salom, A. (2008). The therapeutic poten-
tials of a museum visit. International 
Journal of Transpersonal Studies, 
27, 98-103. 

Sharan, Y., and Sharan, S. (1992). Expand-
ing cooperative learning through 
group investigation. New York: 
Teachers College Press. 

Singh, P., Mustafa, S., Seyvunde, R., 
Prince, H., Patil, N., & Kostandini, 
E. (2017). VTS at USF 
(Unpublished research paper). Uni-
versity of South Florida, Tampa. 

Slavin, R. (1999). Comprehensive ap-
proaches to cooperative learning. 
Theory into Practice, 38(2), 74-79. 

Stark, E. (2013). Real-life solutions to real-
life problems: Collaborating with a 
non-profit foundation to engage 
Honors students in applied research. 
Journal of the National Collegiate 
Honors Council, 14(2), 129-145. 

State of Florida, Department of Elder Af-
fairs. (n.d.). Alzheimer’s disease 
initiative. Retrieved from http://
elderaffairs.state.fl.us/doea/alz.php 

Tampa Museum of Art. (n.d.). Programs: 
Adult. Retrieved from http://
tampamuseum.org/programs/adults/ 

University of South Florida. (2017). Stu-
dent assessment of instruction re-
porting. Retrieved from https://
fair.usf.edu/EvaluationMart/
evaluationreport.aspx?
reportid=95614&reporttype=D. 

Yenawine, P. (1999). Theory into practice: 
The visual thinking strategies. In R. 
Smith & A. Simpson (Eds.), Aes-
thetic and art education: A transdis-
ciplinary approach (pp. 1-8). Cham-
paign: University of Illinois Press. 

https://www.moma.org/momaorg/shared/pdfs/docs/meetme/Guides_Foundations.pdf
https://www.moma.org/momaorg/shared/pdfs/docs/meetme/Guides_Foundations.pdf
https://www.moma.org/momaorg/shared/pdfs/docs/meetme/Guides_Foundations.pdf
https://www.moma.org/momaorg/shared/pdfs/docs/meetme/Guides_Foundations.pdf
http://elderaffairs.state.fl.us/doea/alz.php
http://elderaffairs.state.fl.us/doea/alz.php
http://tampamuseum.org/programs/adults/
http://tampamuseum.org/programs/adults/
https://fair.usf.edu/EvaluationMart/evaluationreport.aspx?reportid=95614&reporttype=D.
https://fair.usf.edu/EvaluationMart/evaluationreport.aspx?reportid=95614&reporttype=D.
https://fair.usf.edu/EvaluationMart/evaluationreport.aspx?reportid=95614&reporttype=D.
https://fair.usf.edu/EvaluationMart/evaluationreport.aspx?reportid=95614&reporttype=D.


Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education                  Volume 10, Number 1 

61 

 

© Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education 
Copyright © by Indiana State University. All rights reserved. ISSN 1934-5283 

Yenawine, P. (2013). Visual thinking strate-
gies: Using art to deepen learning 
across school disciplines. Cam-
bridge: Harvard Education Press. 

Zeisel, J. (2009). I’m still here: A new phi-
losophy of Alzheimer’s care. New 
York: Avery Press. 

 
 

AUTHOR NOTE 

 

 Catherine Wilkins, Honors College, 
University of South Florida. Her scholar-
ship focuses on modern visual culture and 
its intersection with sociopolitical issues. 
An alumna of Tulane University, she re-
ceived a M.A. in Art History (2003) and a 
Ph.D. in Interdisciplinary History (2008), 
and held graduate fellowships at the Freie 
Universität Berlin and the Murphy Institute 
for Studies in Ethics and Public Affairs. 

 The author would like to thank the 
staff of the Tampa Museum of Art, espe-
cially Executive Director Dr. Michael 
Tomor and Brittny Bevel, Education Cura-
tor. Appreciation is also extended to allies 
at the University of South Florida: the Of-
fice of Undergraduate Research, the Insti-
tute for Research in Art, Professor of Clini-
cal Psychology Dr. Jamie Fernandez, and 
Megan Voeller, former Associate Curator at 
USF’s Contemporary Art Museum. 

 Correspondence concerning the arti-
cle should be addressed to Catherine Wil-
kins, Honors College, University of South 
Florida, 4202 E. Fowler Ave., ALN 261, 
Tampa, FL 33620. E-mail: cjwil-
kins@honors.usf.edu 

 


