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Opening  M inds  Through  A rt  
Miami Student Facilitates Creative Works by Persons with Dementia 

 
“Beautiful.”  
“Magical.”  
“Wonderful.” 
 
The above affirmations from visitors (see sidebar) applied to the artists as well as 

their art at the April 11th opening of an exhibit by older persons with memory loss and 
other dementia-related impairments at the Main Gallery of the Oxford Community Arts 
Center (OCAC).  

Some 60 family members, friends and interested others turned out for the 
exhibit’s opening night. Many were taken with the thought-provoking beauty of the art 
itself (paintings, prints and collages) and touched to meet the artists, seven of whom were 
on hand for the opening and happy to chat with their visitors.  

“This whole project is uplifting,” observed Kathy McGrew, an associate professor 
at Miami University’s Dept. of Sociology and Gerontology whose mother, Phyllis 
Blocher, was one of 16 artists featured in the exhibit. “We understand what is possible, 
and we are inspired to expect it.” OCAC Executive Director Caroline Croswell said the 
event sparked one of the center’s biggest turnouts, adding that OCAC was proud to host 
the “wonderful exhibit,” and that she was honored to meet so many of the artists in 
person. 

Artist Evelyne Shaver expressed pride and surprise when she saw her own work 
hung in the gallery. “Oh, I did that, didn’t I,” she exclaimed to her son, Tim Shaver, as 
she pointed to her work, simply titled Flower. “I don’t know if it’s good art, but I know I 
had fun doing it,” 

Fun was one purpose of the project, but not all of it, observed Elizabeth “Like” 
Lokon, whose program, Opening Minds Through Art (OMA), facilitated the artwork and 
arranged for the opening exhibit. “It’s important that persons with dementia have a 
chance to enjoy themselves. But it’s just as important that they are given the opportunity 
to express themselves in ways that are meaningful - to themselves and to others,” she 
said, nodding her head toward the paintings and the crowd on hand to appreciate them. 
“This is an area they can succeed in.  It gives them a sense of purpose, even if it’s just for 
a moment.  Through creating art and participating in an art exhibition, they develop a 
new role as an artist.  Being cognitively impaired often times leaves them only with the 
role of a sick person or a dependent resident at a care facility.  Capitalizing on their 
remaining strengths, art gives them the autonomy and dignity that they deserve.” 

The artists whose work was on exhibit at Oxford Community Arts Center at 
Miami University ranged in age from mid 80s to mid 90s. Most reside in the Knolls’ of 
Oxford’s Memory Support Unit. All were participating in a pilot version of OMA (which 
means grandma in Dutch and German), and they were the first to produce artwork 
through the program.  
As the opening attested, the project had all the ingredients of a masterpiece: beautiful; 
magical; wonderful. 
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Artist Jim Pheanis with Irene 
Friedman, OMA’s Lead Artist 

Artist Genevieve Conning 
with Elizabeth “Like” 
Lokon who founded OMA 

Watercolors, including "Flower" by Evelyne 
Shaver 

 
Evelyne Shaver (Artist) 
with OMA volunteer Brad 
Simcock and Knolls staff, 
Joanna Bruns. 
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(Sidebar) 
Opening Observations 

 
As part of fine-tuning efforts, Elizabeth “Like” Lokon solicited feedback in the 

form of written evaluations and e-mails from guests at the first OMA Opening at the 
Oxford Community Center. Comments were overwhelmingly encouraging. Below are 
some of the anonymous observations collected from family members and friends of the 
artists, as well as other visitors who attended the opening. 

 
·  “I just want to tell you how thrilled I was with the exhibit and celebration 

this evening. It was remarkable in every possible way, and you have made 
an extraordinary impact on all involved: artists, families, and community. 
The art is beautiful and so is the project.  Thank you so much.”  

 
·  “I can't tell you how impressed I was with the concept of the OMA, the 

beauty of the artwork, and the nature of the opening reception. The 
display was beautiful, the tone of the event was upbeat and celebratory, 
and it was one of the most enjoyable evenings I've spent in quite some 
time. You and the staff at the Knolls really showed your respect for the 
artists. (My dad) was thrilled with the whole thing. So were we! Thanks 
for brightening his life by allowing him to participate in your art classes.” 

 
·  “What a wonderful project – to be able to reach deep into these minds to 

find beauty and organizational skills.  I wish my mother could have 
participated in something like this!” 

 
·  “It was a fabulous evening. I loved the exhibit and having the artists 

present was an outstanding idea.  I recognize and sincerely appreciate the 
creativity and energy the organizers invested in this project.” 

 
·  “Infinity is the limit!  Keep up this great work — spread the word – give 

framed pieces to families.” 
 

·  “This is wonderful.  I think art is an expression of a person’s soul.  It 
doesn’t matter the limitations of one’s cognition.” 

 
·  “Congratulations for a wonderful job!” 

 
·  “Just a beautiful exhibit.” 

 
·  “I had no idea what to expect and I’m so glad I stopped by!  Good luck to 

all involved.” 
 

·  “Impressed by the art! The fact that it has therapeutic benefit is icing on 
the cake.” 

 
·  “Magical.” 

 
·  “This art/education program is so life-affirming!  Thank you!” 
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About “Opening Minds Through Art” 
and the program’s originator, Elizabeth “Like” Loko n 

 
Sponsored by the Scripps Gerontology Center, Miami University’s Partnership 

Office, the Knolls of Oxford and Summerfair Cincinnati, OMA is designed to empower 
persons with dementia by inviting them to express themselves creatively. The program is 
the creation of Elizabeth “Like” Lokon, who developed OMA as part of her work toward 
earning a Master of Gerontological Studies degree at Miami University.  

Like holds both a B.A. in Fine Arts (University of California at Berkeley) and a 
Ph.D. in Educational Leadership (Miami University). In her educated view, creative self-
expression not only builds the artists’ sense of self-worth, but also allows the artists to 
connect with others around them in a meaningful way. “By making artistic choices and 
creative decisions,” she explains, “the people with dementia communicate to the staff and 
volunteers in the program who they are and what they believe is beautiful.” She adds that 
there is a growing body of research documenting that creative expression improves the 
physical and psychological well-being of people with dementia.” 

 Like collaborates with Irene Friedman (M.A. in art education, University of 
Cincinnati), a retired art teacher from the Eaton Community School District and an 
Oxford artist. Other volunteers for the program include Like’s husband, Brad Simcock 
(Professor Emeritus at Miami University), Elizabeth Brice (Interim Assistant Dean at 
Miami University), Kelina Basnyat and Karisha Wilcox (fellow MGS students at Miami 
University), and the activities’ staff at the Knolls, under the supervision of Suzanne 
House, the Activity Director at Knolls of Oxford.  

After the program’s first three months, Like is pleased and enthusiastic about the 
results of OMA. Plus, she stresses, the fruits of the labor go both ways. "It's been a very 
rewarding project for me.  I am not sure who benefits from this more, the elders or me 
and the other volunteers."   

Like hopes to recruit at least a half a dozen more artists from the Oxford 
community, including art students from Miami University, and expand the program to 
other local care settings. She can be reached at: 513-529-2914 or elokon@yahoo.com. 
 

 
 


