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This study was a component of the Creative Arts Therapy (CAT) Dementia Project of 
Estonia, which trained new creative arts therapists with the unique skills needed to work with 
older adults with various types of dementia. Through the students’ experiential learning 
process, creative arts therapy was launched as a new and cost-effective mental health and 
social service for older adults with dementia in Tallinn, Estonia. This presentation describes 
the results of this participatory action research wherein the goal was to impart didactic 
knowledge needed to understand the theoretical aspects of working with those who have 
dementia, as well as to develop empathy and understanding of the client’s unique 
experiences and apply it in practice, initiating change. Students engaged in a cyclical 
practice of trying, reflecting, reintegrating their learning, and ultimately developing an 
embodied experience of the theory and practice in working with older people with dementia. 
Overall, the CAT Dementia Project demonstrated the multifaceted benefits of co-creating 
knowledge through experiential learning. Students’ difficult moments with their personal 
reactions and sensitivity to failure yielded opportunities for growth. The students developed 
new therapeutic skills, changed their perception and attitude toward aging, improved 
communication and pacing, increased cultural and situational sensitivity, and were supported 
as co-creators of knowledge. Additionally, the experiential training model of the CAT 
Dementia Project was effective in imparting practical skills in trainees and staff and 
promoting institutional change in program partners. These categories of learning were 
invaluable components in the well-rounded development of person-centered therapeutic 
skills.  
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