
Overview

The nursery
Caterpillar Nursery provides full day care 
for children aged 0 to 5 years. One of 

the objectives of the nursery is to ensure 
that children have an awareness of the 

community around them. The nursery 
connected with Lenthall House at a Food 

For Life Better Care event and together, 
they are facilitating a group of 10 children 
aged 4 years old to visit the care home 
every two weeks and do some cooking 

and growing with the residents. 

Better Care
Lenthall House & Caterpillar nursery: 
bringing young and old together

The project

The care home
Lenthall House is a care home in Market 
Harborough. Around 40 residents live on 
the premises. Most of them have dementia. 
Food for Life are supporting the care home 
to plant and grow food within the care 
home gardens and to develop cooking 

activities that the residents can do with 
nursery children. At the start of the project, 

only a handful of residents attended the 
sessions, but numbers have recently 

increased to a dozen.

GrowingCooking

The intergenerational sessions taking place 

at the care home all focus on food. The 

recipes are chosen and adapted to the 
residents’ and the children’s cognitive and 
physical capacities so that they can enjoy 

taking part in them. The recipes are also 
chosen to evoke memories for the residents. 

In addition to cooking, the sessions have 

included growing tomatoes and beans 

from the seed. This has had the added 
benefit of getting children and residents to 
enjoy being outdoors and to connect with 

food and where it comes from. 

Food for Life is supporting the care home and the nursery to develop 
some food-related activities to the residents and the children. 



Residents
The sessions take place in 

the dining room, which 
is visible from the lounge 

where most residents 
spend their day. Residents 
are encouraged by care 

staff to join in. 

Children develop empathy and 
awareness by socialising with the 
older generation

The world of a 4 year old is often quite 

small and limited to their immediate 
family and the nursery. Being around 

older people who have different life 
experiences and capacities from what 

they are familiar with expands their 
awareness of their community. 

“Some of the children don’t have any grandparents 
at home, so they come here and develop 
relationships with older people and they have 
conversations about how they used to do it, and how 
they are doing it now. It’s like lessons learned from 
the old ones.” Ali, Care home manager

“Parents think it’s a lovely idea. We took one 
little girl for the first time in September. She 
absolutely loved it and was really chatty, which is 
not necessarily how she usually is in nursery. Her 
mum thinks it’s because her great grandma was in a 
care home and that brought back memories for her.” 
Fiona, Nursery manager

“Children like to be able to help the residents. It 
gives them a bit of reward. My son goes. He talks 
about Robert telling him about tomato plant and 
his cats.” Fiona, Nursery manager

Impact of intergenerational 
cooking and gardening

Children bring a sense 
of fun and joy to the care home.

“It was just a good atmosphere in the dining 
room. It was all giggles and fun and the kids were 
covered in flour.” Ali, Care home manager

Staff wellbeing

While the project is primarily aimed 

at residents, it also has an impact on 
the whole setting, including carers and 
kitchen staff, who are able to develop 

a different kind of relationship with the 

residents due to the children’s presence. 

“The care staff can also enjoy the activity with the 
children. It has an impact on their mental health. 
You know, as long as the team is happy, everything 
is going to be alright. They do enjoy it when the 
children come. And it bring conversation between 
them and the residents as well.” 
Ali, Care home manager

The children’s visits are helping 
residents to live in the present 
and create new memories.  

“I didn’t expect the residents to react the way they 
are reacting when children are coming. They are 
talking about them two or three days after. And the 
best scones are the scones that the children made!” 
Ali, Care home manager

The residents who take part in 
the activities say children bring 
life to the care home.

“I think it’s important for older people who haven’t 
got grandchildren to meet the young ones. If they 
didn’t come I’d miss them. I think a lot of residents 
would miss them as well, even if they might not 
admit it.” Robert, Care home resident

“It’s amazing because sometimes you think this 
person is not able to have a full conversation, but 
once a child comes into the picture everything 
changes.” Ali, Care home manager

Remembering old skills

Most of the residents in Lenthall House 
have dementia. Both the contact with 
children and the act of cooking and 
eating together seems to have triggered 
memories for some of them.

“What we discovered is that people rediscover 
their skills as they are trying to show off in front 
of the children. They say ‘yes I can do it, I will 
show you.’ It gives them a bit of power, motivation 
and purpose. And that boosts their confidence. 
It triggers the memory to be able to do things 
and show their skills to the children, which on a 
daily basis they wouldn’t do. They want to show 
the children different skills and traditions and 
recipes.” Ali, Care home manager

Care home 
& nursery staff

The activities are coordinated  
by staff from both settings. 
Carers encourage residents 

to take part and nursery staff 
encourage children to interact 

with the residents.   

Nursery Children
After the activity, the children 

like to run around the care 
home’s courtyard and play 

with the chicken. Before 
leaving, they go around the 
lounge and greet some of 
the residents who haven’t 

attended the session. 



Top Tips
Communicate
For this project to work, both settings need to be 
in the driving seat. The nursery staff are aware of 

the children’s needs and the care home staff are 
aware of the residents’ needs. Taking the time 
to plan the activities together and to reflect on 

what has worked or hasn’t worked well is key to 
making the project a true partnership. 

Involve participants in coming up 
with ideas for the sessions
In order to make the sessions meaningful for 
residents and children alike, it is important that 

they feel a sense of ownership over them.

“We started the Residents Meetings. The scones for 
example have been discussed at the residents meeting. 
One of the residents mentioned there is Apple Day 
on the 21st of October, and she wants to do her apple 
crumble recipe.” Ali, Care home manager

Make it a celebration
The care home staff have found that 

continuously reminding residents that the 
children are coming for a visit helps to motivate 

them to take part. Making each visit feel like 

a special event, by showing enthusiasm and 
announcing the children’s arrival is key to 
ensuring that a good number of residents join 

the sessions and stay involved. 

“Every day we learn something new. On our last 
meeting, one of our activity coordinators was saying 
that the residents don’t want to get involved, but 
it’s all about preparation. The way you prepare the 
environment prior to the children coming. And if you 
make it a big event, like a celebration, the residents 
will come with you and work with you. But if you don’t 
show any interest, they won’t show any neither.” 
Ali, Care home manager

What does it take?

Plan but be ready to improvise
Older people with dementia and 4 year old 
children each have a range of needs in terms 
of physical ability and concentration that needs 
to be taken into account when planning the 
activities. However, even with the best plan 

in hands, staff have to be ready to improvise, 
particularly to facilitate meaningful interaction 
between the children and the residents. 

“Plan the activity, know it, and be able to change, to 
adjust on the way because people are unpredictable. 
They don’t react the way you expect them to react, so 
you have to adapt.” Ali, Care home manager

Involve family
What happens in the care home during the 
sessions has the potential to trigger meaningful 

conversations with family members. Staff from 
both settings have printed photographs from 

the sessions to ensure that the activities are not 
forgotten and are talked about. This also creates 
a positive expectation from family.

“Now we have pictures in place and we can talk with 
the residents and their families about what we have 
done. And the parents can see what their children are 
doing, which is reassuring and they can talk about 
it at home. For example, with the scones, they can say 
we’ve done this at Lenthall House with the residents so 
we can do this at home as well.” 
Ali, Care home manager

Challenges
Encouraging residents to participate
With the exception of a few residents who look 

forward to the children’s visit and are eagerly 
waiting in the dining room before they arrive, 
it takes the care home staff a lot of effort to 

generate enthsiasm for the activities. Some 
residents prefer to watch the sessions from the 
confort of their armchair in the lounge. This is 

due to them being used to their routine, as well 
as to a lack of confidence to join in. The staff 

have found that taking the time to encourage 
the children to talk to residents in the lounge 

before and after the activity helps. 

Dementia can get in the way of 
facilitating meaningful relationships
Because most of the residents have dementia, 
they don’t always remember the children who 

come from session to session. This doesn’t 
prevent them from enjoying the activities, but 
might get in the way of building meaningful 

relationships over time. The staff have found 

that they need to be proactive at facilitating 
interactions between children and residents.

“There is one way you communicate with children, and 
there is one way you communicate with people with 
dementia. You can’t treat the adults the way you treat 
children.” Ali, Care home manager

Finding accessible activities
Older adults and young children have different 
abilities and support needs. Some activities may 
work well with children but be a challenge with 
adults or vice versa. Taking the time to consider 
those different needs and design activities that are 
enjoyable for both audiences is key. 

“Knowing what the residents would be able to do or 
not would be helpful whn planning. For example, we 
tried fruit tasting. It works well with children, but not 
necessarily with older adults, who might choke on it.” 
Fiona, Nursery manager

Opportunities
Continuity
The nursery children eventually leave for 
primary school. There is an opportunity to 

create long-term meaningful relationships by 
creating partnerships with local schools. 

“The children are coming just for one year. We could 
develop a relationship with the schools where the 
children are placed in so they can continue to come to 
Lenthall and we involve the school as well.” 
Ali, Care home manager 

More focus on food education 
and nutrition
Impacts on emotional wellbeing and social 

development have been observed. However, 
given that food has been a focus of the project, 

there is an opportunity to have a greater impact 
on health and nutrition. The team is currently 

exploring opportunities for the children and 
residents to share meals, but also to introduce 

elements of food education.

“We have a varied menu at the nursery, and children 
are already quite involved with food. I wouldn’t say 
that their habits have changed, but it’s the beginning. 
More links with the growing and planting would be 
good. So that they’ve planted it, they’ve seen it grow, 
and then they eat. See the whole cycle.” 
Fiona, Nursery manager



To find out more 
contact Joanne Plater 

jplater@soilassociation.org


