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VIRTUAL REALITY MAY HELP HIGH SCHOOL AND MEDICAL STUDENTS 
EXPERIENCE LIFE WITH DEMENTIA FIRST HAND 

 
Technology may improve understanding and empathy for older adults 

 
Chicago, July 23, 2018 – Virtual reality technology gives high school students greater insight into 
what it’s like to be Alfred — a 74-year-old African American man with suspected mild cognitive 
impairment (MCI), plus age-related vision and hearing loss, or Beatriz, a middle-aged Latina, as she 
progresses through the continuum of Alzheimer’s disease.  
 
By experiencing aspects of someone else’s journey, the students may gain a better understanding of, 
and empathy for, older adults and their struggles with dementia. Details of the virtual reality learning 
program were reported today at the Alzheimer’s Association International Conference (AAIC) 2018 
in Chicago. 
 
The virtual reality (VR) simulation was incorporated into a training program for about 20 high 
school students at Northside College Preparatory School in Chicago. Used as part of the Bringing 
Art to Life program, the goal of the VR training was to better prepare the young people to interact 
with older adults with Alzheimer’s and other dementias at long-term care facilities and adult day 
care centers. The Alfred and Beatriz modules will next be used with undergraduate students 
volunteering in the Bringing Art to Life program at the University of Alabama next spring. 
 
Daniel C. Potts, MD, FAAN, of the University of Alabama, Tuscaloosa, is a neurologist who created 
the Bringing Art to Life Program after his father was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease. Potts 
found his father had a talent for watercolor painting during his art therapy at an adult day care center. 
 
“What we’re hearing from the students is that experiencing the virtual reality training before they 
volunteer improves their empathy and increases enthusiasm for working with the seniors — two 
documented outcomes of our program,” said Potts. “It also may decrease the stigma and their 
negative attitudes about older people.” It has also increased interest in health care careers among the 
students. 
 
The Alfred module is a live-action film, depicting the world as experienced by a 74-year-old with 
MCI, macular degeneration and high frequency hearing loss. The Beatriz module includes five-
minute stories of a middle-aged Latina as she experiences the early, middle and later aspects of 
Alzheimer’s disease dementia. The stories take the participant through a digital version of what it’s 
like to be at the grocery store, struggling with other activities of daily living and sundowning — 
when dementia-related confusion and agitation get worse later in the day. 
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“Technology like this may be useful in expanding awareness about what it is like to have 
Alzheimer’s disease dementia,” said Beth Kallmyer, MSW, Vice President of Care and Support for 
the Alzheimer's Association. “It’s interesting that the creators of the modules also highlight other 
issues that some people experience as they age, including communicating inappropriately with 
others because they may not be able to see or hear well, in addition to the memory problems that are 
common for persons with Alzheimer’s.” 
 
Neelum Aggarwal, MD, of Rush University Medical Center, Chicago, helped Shaw develop the 
Beatriz module and how to visualize what is happening in the brain with Alzheimer’s disease. “I’m 
often asked — what does it feel like to have dementia? These virtual reality modules can help others 
experience that,” said Dr. Aggarwal. “For the students, it’s a good check to see if they have empathy 
for their patients and are aware of any biases they may have towards people with dementia.” 
 
Rush will recruit 60 medical and pharmacy students and research assistants to participate in virtual 
reality training and the Bringing Art to Life program this September in Chicago. Dr. Aggarwal also 
works with Chicago Methodist Senior Services who use the virtual reality modules for training staff 
to better understand what it feels like to have dementia and build empathy.   
 
The creator of the virtual reality modules, Carrie Shaw of Embodied Labs, Los Angeles, became a 
caregiver in her teens when her mother was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease. “I wanted to 
understand what my Mom was going through with this disease and virtual reality allows us to 
recreate some of the perspective of someone living with Alzheimer’s,” said Shaw.    
 
“Every patient is a person and has a story,” notes Shaw. “We want to help explain the science of 
what’s happening in the brain with the story of the person who has the dementia that will allow 
caregivers to be better providers and communicators.” 
 
The Alzheimer’s Association International Conference® (AAIC®) 
The Alzheimer’s Association International Conference (AAIC) is the world’s largest gathering of researchers 
from around the world focused on Alzheimer’s and other dementias. As a part of the Alzheimer’s 
Association’s research program, AAIC serves as a catalyst for generating new knowledge about dementia and 
fostering a vital, collegial research community. 
AAIC 2018 home page: alz.org/aaic  
AAIC 2018 newsroom: alz.org/aaic/press    
 
About the Alzheimer’s Association® 
The Alzheimer’s Association is the leading voluntary health organization in Alzheimer's care, support and 
research. Our mission is to eliminate Alzheimer’s disease through the advancement of research, to provide 
and enhance care and support for all affected, and to reduce the risk of dementia through the promotion of 
brain health. Our vision is a world without Alzheimer’s. Visit alz.org or call 800.272.3900. 
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● Carrie Shaw, MS, BSPH, et al. Enhancing Dementia Care and Building Empathy through the Integration of 

Virtual Reality Technology and Art Therapy. Funders: Alzheimer’s Foundation of America; Alabama 
Department of Senior Services; University of Alabama Honors College; individual donors. 
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Enhancing Dementia Care and Building Empathy through the Integration of Virtual Reality 
Technology and Art Therapy 
 
Bringing Art to Life (BATL) is an innovative service learning program that uses art therapy and life 
story preservation to enrich the lives of persons with Alzheimer’s disease and other causes of 
dementia (PWD) and their care partners. The program is currently being deployed in Chicago, IL 
and Tuscaloosa, AL with both college and high school students in partnership with long term care 
facilities (assisted living and adult daycare).  
 
As part of the program, students prepare to interact with the residents by learning about dementia 
and taking part in simulations. In the most recent iteration of the BATL program, high school 
students in Chicago experienced a virtual reality simulation that allowed them to embody Alfred, a 
74-year-old African-American man with suspected mild cognitive impairment, age-related macular 
degeneration, and high frequency hearing loss.  
 
Students who embodied Alfred reported a stronger interest in healthcare careers, slightly stronger 
interest in working with aging adults, greater understanding of, and empathy for the perspective of 
older adults, and decreased use of stereotypical words in describing aging. Students agreed that the 
VR experience was an engaging and valuable part of the BATL curriculum, promoting personal 
reflection on their own experiences with older adults, family members and PWD. In addition, 
students were able to translate the embodied experience to help them communicate and work 
effectively with PWD as they went through the BATL activities.  
 
More extensive research is needed to measure the impact of the VR experience on the quality of 
students’ interactions with PWD and may allow the extrapolation of positive results to broaden the 
use of VR simulation in any service learning experience related to aging and dementia, as well as for 
staff training in both acute and long-term care facilities. Revision of data collection methods, 
followed by expansion and repetition of the VR simulation for further investigation are planned for 
Fall 2018 in both Alabama and Chicago. 
 
Carrie Shaw, BSPH, MS in Biomedical Visualization 
Email: carrie@embodiedlabs.com 
Embodied Labs, Los Angeles CA  
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