Coping with Dementia;
Part Five: Communicating about dementia – face to face
By Debbie Selsavage
My column this month will take a little break from our normal discussion of a specific topic.  Rather, I want to tell you about what I believe will be a very exciting event for all caregivers.   I’ve communicated with you in writing, and now I – along with some other experienced caregivers – want to meet you face-to-face to talk about coping with dementia.  The purpose of this event is to give you the available resources to make the right decisions for your situation and that of your loved one.  
The challenge of understanding and communicating about this terribly complex and emotionally impactful subject has inspired me to organize a conference where we hope to offer commonsense and experience-based guidance for coping with Alzheimer’s and dementia.   This conference will take place from 10 a.m. to 2:30 p.m. on September 16, 2014, at the United Methodist Church in Homosassa, located at 8831 W. Bradshaw Blvd.  And you are invited!
Gary LeBlanc, who has written books and newspaper columns about Alzheimer’s and dementia care-giving, will be there to speak.  If you have not heard Gary, you’ve missed out on a wealth of knowledge and experience.  Dementia is a tough topic, but Gary has a way of bringing you up, not down!
Ann Black, who is Marketing and Communications Coordinator at HPH Hospice in Lecanto, will be there to talk about health care advanced directives.  These are legal documents that empower a caregiver to make decisions on behalf of their loved one.  This is the kind of thing that intimidates most of us, but Ann, who is certified in this subject, will make it simple to understand.
And I will be on hand to talk about what I have learned from being an administrator at the Sunshine Gardens memory care community, as well as my five years as a caregiver for my husband who succumbed to dementia.  
But, I promise we are not going to act like “experts” talking “at you.”  One of the big issues in understanding and dealing with dementia is that it is so emotionally charged.  Many are afraid and even ashamed to talk about it.  Many feel isolated and do not realize that others have gone through the same experience.  We, the presenters, have been there and it is our objective to help others become informed and involved; to become active and fearless about talking about Alzheimer’s and dementia.  
To stimulate dialogue, the participants in our conference will be provided break-out sessions where smaller groups will be able to talk the presenters.  We want to be listeners and hear your stories.  We want to get people talking about this disease that is becoming epidemic in proportion among the largest and longest-living population group in America’s history.  It is a national trend of concern, and should become a national topic of conversation.  
There will also be representatives from several non-profit organizations that deal with Alzheimer’s and dementia so you can learn about the helpful resources they can provide, most of which are free.
And speaking of “free,” that’s what it will cost you to participate in the Coping with Dementia Conference.  There is no charge, and for that reason we suspect there may be a big turn-out.  Also, as a sponsor of the conference the Village Crier is promoting it in all seven of its editions throughout Citrus County, so if you want to attend, please call 352-563-0235 and register as soon as you can.  Or e-mail me at administration@sgseniors.com.
Now I can almost hear some of you saying, “How in the world can I find time for a conference when I am an active caregiver?”  Here’s the best part: United Methodist Church is offering free respite services.  Bring your loved one.  They will be cared for and close by as you participate in the meeting.  Reservations are required, so please call Karen Kline at 352-628-4083 if you plan to bring a loved one who needs respite care.
Finally, this Conference is not going to try to sell you anything or steer you toward one decision or another.  Our purpose is to provide the resources you may need to make your own informed decisions.  So please, mark your calendar for September 16th.  I hope to see you there.  I am looking forward to meeting you.
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