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Tufts OTD candidate Cynthia Brenner, 
MA, OTR/L (’78), was walking up 

Winthrop Street recently when the “double 
Jumbo” realized she had come full circle; 
thirty years earlier, she had walked the Tufts 
campus for the first time. 
 Brenner’s passion for her work with 
people with dementia has brought her 
back to Tufts to earn her doctorate. As an 
occupational therapist interested in the 
psychosocial needs of aging populations, 
she believes that occupational therapy 
intervention, particularly sensory-based 
group approaches, can help these individu-
als function better in their communities 
and improve their quality of life. “Dementia 
often creates a disease-induced barrier, 
which makes it difficult for patients to com-
municate or self-initiate activities they want 
to do,” Brenner says. “I believe the skilled 
use of sensory cues are the ‘golden keys’ that 
unlock facets of clients with dementia that, 
before this point, we haven’t been able to 
adequately tap.”
 Brenner says even the aroma of cut 
grass can help clients with dementia recall 
memories and elicit functional responses. 
“If you present a person with mid-to-late-
stage dementia with a sensory cue such as 
fresh cut grass, and then facilitate that inter-
action, you might find out that he has been 
to Fenway Park,” Brenner says. “He may 
start to talk about the grass or smell the 
grass; he’ll touch the grass or maybe give a 
unique sort of broadly functional response.”
 As a professor of occupational therapy 
and academic fieldwork coordinator at Bris-
tol Community College in Fall River, Mass-
achusetts, Brenner says her students were 
an integral part of her personal discovery 
that sensory-based approaches are effective 
with clients with dementia. While at field-
work, her students reported that some cli-
ents were unable to engage or participate in 
groups because their cognitive levels were 
too low. Using an adapted version of Ross’ 
(2004) Five Stage Group format, Brenner 

piloted a group for clients with dementia 
using themed sensory cues and mind-body 
techniques, such as group imagination/visu-
alization exercises, relaxation, and medita-
tion or breathing techniques. Brenner says 
her results were “amazing.” One woman 
in the group who was “curled up in a fetal 
position” when Brenner first met her was 
“dancing the hokey pokey” six weeks later. 
Brenner believes using sensory cues and 
creative mind-body techniques stimulates 
responses from people with dementia 
because the cues and techniques “downplay 
the cognitive aspects of a group experience. 
All the participants have to do is react and 
enjoy in the moment to be successful.”
 After running this group, Brenner 
decided to manualize her technique so 
that others could better assist their clients. 
“Working with people with dementia can 
be frustrating for staff if they feel they 
can’t get through and connect to their 
clients. This may leave staff members with 
the unfortunate perception that a client 
with progressive dementia is a lost cause,” 
Brenner says. “When I ran my groups I’d 
think, ‘I’m actually glad we don’t have to 
do any of that thinking stuff.’ We’d play 
together, be creative together, and celebrate 
our personhood together, which is just a 
beautiful thing.”

 Brenner hopes her OTD degree will 
help her to write her manual. As a student 
at Tufts, she is currently working with Scott 
Trudeau, PhD, OTR/L, senior lecturer in 
the Department of Occupational Therapy, 
who has developed Bright Eyes—a sensory-
based group engagement program for 
people with advanced dementia. Brenner 
is now a research assistant for Bright Eyes, 
helping Trudeau to manualize his interven-
tion for the Veteran’s Administration sys-
tem. She believes the experience of manual-
izing Trudeau’s technique will benefit her as 
she works on her own manual.
 Although Brenner’s group and Bright 
Eyes are different—Brenner’s focuses on 
adults in a day-treatment population and 
Trudeau’s focuses on people in institutions 
with mid-to-late stage dementia—their 
goals are similar. “We’re trying to promote 
increased understanding and awareness of 
the client’s environment through a thera-
peutic process that reinforces personal and 
social self-identity and encourages engage-
ment and participation for people with 
dementia,” she says. 
 Brenner believes that occupational 
therapists are “perfectly trained” to help 
people with dementia. “We have group 
training, we have sensory training, we have 
a lot of physical disabilities knowledge, and 
we have a deeply client-centered holistic 
outlook, which puts all these elements to-
gether.” Her view is supported by evidence-
based research. A recent article in the 
American Journal of Occupational Therapy 
showed that occupational therapy services 
can be very successful in helping families 
and caregivers keep their loved ones with 
dementia living in the community for as 
long as possible.
 Brenner hopes her work will do just 
that: not only change perceptions about the 
functional abilities of those with dementia 
but, ultimately, enrich the lives of both clients 
with dementia and their caregivers. “Once 
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We’d like to hear from you.

If there are comments you would like to 
make, issues you would like to see covered, 
an article you would like to contribute, or if 
there is a fellow alumnus/a you would like 
to see interviewed for a future article, please 
contact us at the address above or email 
BSOTNotes@tufts.edu.

26 Winthrop Street 
Medford, Massachusetts 02155
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Follow the Tufts University Graduate School of Arts and Sciences  
on Twitter at http://www.twitter.com/TuftsGSAS

Find GSAS on Flickr at  
http://www.flickr.com/TuftsGSAS

Join the Tufts University Graduate Community on  
LinkedIn at http://www.linkedin.com

Questions about the Twitter feed, blog, Flickr photostream, or LinkedIn group can be sent to Robert Bochnak at robert.bochnak@tufts.edu 

Read GradMatters: The Blog for Tufts’ GSAS at  
http://sites.tufts.edu/gradmatters

“When you think about your role as an oc-
cupational therapist, it’s about looking  
to see how we can help people be as 
functional as possible. My job in adoption 
medicine helps make the entire family as 
functional as possible,” Tirella says. “I try 
to meet the needs of the parents and the 
children so that they can enjoy life to the 
fullest.”

Yet, while one day on the slopes can not 
permanently alter these women’s difficult 
circumstances, I believe that all of the 
women benefited from the healing and reju-
venation that comes from engaging in out-
door activity. From an occupational health 
perspective, this event demonstrated the 
power of meaningful activities to generate 
confidence, courage, and camaraderie for 
people healing from life-altering injuries.

On the Snow, continued from page 2 

we understand that, yes, we can reach people 
with dementia, and they can laugh, have fun, 
and tell us interesting and surprising stories, 
then the perception of our interrelateness 
will improve,” Brenner says. “Then, we might 
say, ‘I have something to offer them, and they 
have something to share with me, too.’” 
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Congratulations to our students Sapna 

Bansil, Jen Iassogna, and Manny Sil-

veira, who ran the Boston Marathon in 

April as members of the Tufts Marathon 

Team, raising over $4500 to support 

nutrition, medical, and fitness programs 

at Tufts University. Despite record-

setting heat, all three students finished 

the race. We are very proud of their 

accomplishments.


