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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
THE PROJECT BEING EVALUATED: MALLEE LIVING HISTORIES
Everyone has a story, every story is important, but not every story is told. The Mallee Living Histories project
came about, like many of life’s important moments, by chance. It is the product of an idea, a vision and a lot of
hard work, by a group of volunteer Writers in collaboration with a court full of willing Storytellers.
The idea sprouted during a conversation between Vernon Knight, the project’s instigator and Dr Fiona Wright,
Director of Monash Rural Health Mildura. The conversation was in the context of the Royal Commission into
Aged Care Quality and Safety, and through it they concluded that simply reviewing aged care practices would
not necessarily enhance well-being and self-esteem. Something more had to be done. The bigger challenges
were, and still are, isolation and loneliness. That conversation led to further discussions in broader forums and
the Living Histories concept began to take shape.
A pivotal point was during Vernon’s work with an elderly Mildura woman to transform her life history into a book.
Near the book's completion, she became quite ill, was admitted to hospital for surgery and was not expected to
survive. Vernon continued writing, determined to finish the manuscript so that she could see it before she died.
Well, he finished the book and visited the woman with it the night before her surgery. Upon seeing it, her
demeanour changed, she was overjoyed, especially when told of the imminent book launch. She beamed and
held the book tightly until well after Vernon had gone. As he tells it, the manuscript did far more than lift her
spirits, “there was no way she wouldn’t live to see the book published and on sale”.
She survived the surgery, her health improved and with joy and pride she took centre stage at the book launch.
This was more than enough to cement the idea and spur Vernon on to tell more stories. He began spruiking the
idea to others and before too long had a group of interested enthusiasts ready to join him as Writers and
participate on a planning committee.
One of this group was Paula Gordon, a board member of the Princes Court Homes. She took the idea to the
Board to ascertain their appetite for having residents’ stories told. The Board was enthusiastic, an alliance was
formed and planning for the project began in earnest.
Once the project was underway, the committee contacted Dr Fiona Wright once again. This time seeking to
have the initiative evaluated. Fiona contacted Tammy Smith at Monash Rural Health (MRH) in Clayton, who
was very happy to assist. Preparation for evaluation began.
Evaluation data was gathered through semi-structured interviews and focus groups as a means of hearing
the voices, triumphs and concerns of those most closely involved with the project.
Key findings highlighted that clear and consistent communication of intent and process is paramount if
participants are to remain informed and outcomes are to be achieved. That being the case, the conduit through
which communication takes place must be equally clear and consistent. Those transmitting and delivering
information must be vigilant in ensuring that no knowledge is assumed and that everyone has access to all
process information. Those delivering messages between parties must be vigilant in ensuring that deliveries
take place and that they are clear, accurate representations of the message originally given to them.
Lessons learnt that can be generalised beyond the Mallee Living Histories project and applied more
globally include:
•

Making written information available to Writers and Storytellers outlining the process and
expectations upon joining the project and making a version of this information available to aged
care facility staff.

•

The expectation that Writers’ meetings be attended. These are a source of support, ideas and are
vital for keeping up with important information.

•

Holding common meetings between Storytellers and Writers for the purpose of sharing ideas,
addressing queries and identifying misunderstandings. This is particularly important early in the
project.

Establishing a means of communication within the aged care facility prior to commencement
of the project. This will ensure that messages and appointments are not lost or forgotten in
the busyness of daily routines.
Based on analysis of the data gathered, recommendations for strengthening of future iterations of the project
largely relate to communication of information, ideas and process. Writers found the support and guidance
•
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they were given by the planning committee very helpful, and as an adjunct to this, repeatedly suggested the
collation of a manual of tips ‘n’ tricks based on their experiences and expertise, to assist Writers in future
projects.

As pivotal participants in the Mallee Living Histories project, Writers and Storytellers are recognised
throughout this document with capitalisation the initial letter of each.

OVERVIEW
“Mallee Living Histories” is a community led project focusing on person-centred care across settings, but
more than that, it fuels an intrinsic desire to recognise the value of people.
It looks into older people’s influence on history through living it, and their recollection and preservation of
history through sharing stories of it.
The project has two vital components; Writers and Storytellers. Storytellers are residents of Princes Court
Homes and Princes Court Village in Mildura. Writers are a group of retired and semi-retired community
members committed to transforming memories to text for the benefit of the Storytellers and their families.
Each Storyteller involved has responded to a call for interested parties to make themselves known to the
community project team via the facility’s activities program. Once involved, Storytellers are paired with a
Writer with whom they meet regularly to share stories and memories.
The Writers listen, write and return the stories to their owners enabling the preservation of a collection of
personal historical anecdotes. One of the project’s outputs has been the publication of an anthology of these
stories, titled “The Mallee’s Living Histories”.
The value and benefits of such a project could be quite broad. Storytelling brings with it certain benefits for
the Storytellers e.g. improvements in affect and enjoyment of life (Mager & Stevens, 2105; Mustey, 2009;
Manders, 2014) and protection from symptoms of narrative foreclosure (Mager, 2019). Health benefits have
also been noted, possibly in response to improved mental health state. These are important in the context of
facilitation in aged care. However, benefits also exist for volunteers in terms of health (Yeung et al, 2018;
Berg & Johansen, 2017) and cognitive function (Anderson et al, 2017) and the Writers, being volunteers may
experience these. But we have yet to find literature specifically dealing with benefits to Writers involved in
such storytelling projects.
We believe that using the lessons learnt to assist the education of healthcare students on their aged care
rotations and in their future careers, will prove a valuable benefit.
Through evaluation, we would all like to explore whether benefits and outputs go beyond storytelling and
relationship building to other aspects of life, health and wellbeing, and if so, what those benefits and outputs
are and to whom they occur.
Whilst the obvious target population for this project was the group of Storytellers residing at Princes Court,
the other important group was the Writers. The Writers were retired people from all walks of life;
professionals, civil servants, farmers, teachers and so on. All successful in their own right, some having
written before and belonging to the Universities of the Third Age (U3A) writing group, some new to the
endeavour, but all ready to take on this challenge in support of older community members.
Vernon Knight put together an organisational/planning committee and from this, a writers’ manual was
created, logistics were established, Intellectual Property risks assessed and mitigated. Writers were
introduced to the project via the group, and liaison with Princes Court Homes was facilitated by it. Jenny
Garonne, Princes Court Homes’ Chief Executive Officer (CEO), worked closely with this group throughout
the project.
A vital aspect of the project was the pairing of Writers with Storytellers. Several people were responsible for
different aspects of bringing pairing to fruition.
Key project activities: Meetings between Writers and their assigned Storytellers were held at Princes Court
Homes. Some chose to meet at the Princes Court coffee shop, others met in, or near, the Storytellers’ rooms
and others made separate arrangements, but always within the borders of the Princes Court facility. This
made access and transport to meeting points simple for Storytellers and consistent for Writers.
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Writing took place in whatever environment suited each Writer and Storyteller pair. Methods of information
collection varied. Some Writers took copious notes during meetings, others jotted down key points and relied
on memory to expand upon these at a later time, and some recorded the meeting so that they could
concentrate on the conversation and feel more engaged in the experience or because they did not wish to
rely on their own memory.
The Mallee Living Histories project sought to tell residents’ stories and preserve their memory of history,
whilst helping them to appreciate their importance as a person and as a vital part of history. The tangible
output was publication of an anthology of stories. The book launch brought with it a palpable air of
excitement, requests for a new print run and a lingering sense of celebrity.

WHAT WE LOOKED AT – EVALUATION PURPOSE
The purpose of this evaluation is to chronicle how participants experienced the project. We expect that the
insights of participants regarding the overall project and its outcomes will serve as a means of quality
improvement and information for those with intent to commence such a project.
Along with this, the planning committee and MRH were interested to know whether aspects of the project
could be applied to inform and improve teaching and learning of medical, nursing and allied health students
during their aged care rotations and learning experiences.
A qualitative evaluation heeding the voice of participants was considered most appropriate to gain
understanding of the project’s impact on participants and to gather their insights into how to deliver future
projects.
The evaluation data was generated through interviews and focus groups with Princes Court Homes staff,
family of Storytellers, Writers and Storytellers. We also hoped to include family of Writers in the interviews
and focus groups, but this group did not respond to the invitation to take part.
Sessions were recorded to ensure accuracy and enable the facilitator to fully participate in the session.
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WHAT WE DID - METHODOLOGY
Ethics approval was gained through the Monash University Human Research Ethics Committee. Each
interview and focus group participant had the purpose of the evaluation explained as well as why they were
being asked to take part, what was involved and who to contact if they had queries. This information was
also given to them in written form. They completed a consent form indicating their understanding of the
process and their willingness to take part in it.
We used a collaborative approach to evaluation and worked with project leaders to implement it. Using focus
groups and interviews, our evaluation focused on:
1. Listening to how participants experienced the process and outcomes.
Where necessary we used prompt questions such as:








What concerns did they have or issues did they encounter?
Would they take part again and why or why not?
Were there things that they did not know but wish they had known?
What would they tell others about the project and their part in it?
What advice would they give future participants?
What had they gained from the experience?
Would they recommend it to others?

2. Hearing how the project impacted participants from the observation of those close to them
Where necessary we used prompt questions such as:



What did family and friends notice about the project and its impact on their loved
one?
What did the staff notice about the project?
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WHO WE ASKED – PARTICIPANTS IN EVALUATION SESSIONS
Table 1: Project and evaluation participants

Monash Rural
Health, Mildura

Princes Court Homes

Venue

Total

Group

Total in
project

Total participating in
evaluation sessions

Staff – Princes Court

2

6

Storytellers

16

15

Family/Friends of
Storytellers

0 - in project

5 took up the
opportunity to part in
evaluation.

Writers

15

14

Family/Friends of
Writers

0 - in project

0 - None took up the
opportunity to part in
evaluation.

33

39

As far as evaluation goes, there was no attempt to reduce numbers participating in the feedback
process. As with the project itself, it was important to listen to all who wished to share their insights,
concerns and suggestions for future iterations of the project. We concluded that the best way to hear
the voices concerned, was to use focus groups and semi-structured interviews that enabled participants
to speak freely about issues of importance to them. This proved highly useful as a means of eliciting
information that will assist in planning future work.
This approach resulted in 14 of the 15 writers, and 15 of the 16 Storytellers, taking part. The reason for
non-participation in each case was ill health. Both would have liked to participate. A phone interview
was attempted with the Writer but, unfortunately, we could not make contact.
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WHAT THEY SAID - VOICES
The following is a summary version of the information that was collated from semi-structured interviews
and focus groups.
Writers and Storytellers all expressed their enjoyment in being part of the project.
For the Writers, it produced a sense of accomplishment and triumph in completing a story. For
many, this was the first they had done. Many also cultivated new friendships that would endure
past the project’s end.
“It’s just brought strangers together, built lovely friendships, taken you to a
different world…”
“Some of these Storytellers have hearing problems, have vision problems. They
love you to read the story to them.”
“It’s interesting that you scratch the surface of ordinary people you see sitting
at a table somewhere and you have this incredible life story behind them.”
For Storytellers, it provided a one on one opportunity to have someone solely focused on them and what
they had to say. Meetings with Writers became a highlight in the week and returning from them often
provoked questioning by their peers as to what happened in the meeting that day and what they had
talked about this time. The meeting was a conversation starter in its own right.
"It's been a wonderful experience doing this book. I've just loved it."
“I can’t believe the friendship we’ve got now, as though I’ve always known her
and I just think so much of her. We both just think so much of each other.”
“She’s wonderful, absolutely, and she knows how to put things together.”
For Family and Friends of the Storytellers, it was a chance to relate what they had seen and heard and to
express any concerns they had about issues outside the project.
Throughout the interviews and focus groups, advocacy was a common aspect. Writers, family members
and friends of Storytellers often took on the role of advocate and went beyond discussion of the project to
share their praise for, and concerns regarding, aspects of resident life and care.
In all cases of concern, they offered suggestions as to how to remove the problem. In expressions of
praise, staff and their actions were highly regarded.
The specifics of concerns beyond the scope of the project will not form part of this report. They will,
however, be reported back to the organising committee as material to assist in future project iterations
and to assist general processes in relation to residential matters.

THE IMPORTANCE OF UNIVERSALLY ACCEPTED AND UNDERSTOOD TERMINOLOGY
A number of concerns were expressed with regard to what the word “Mallee” referred to. For
those not part of the project’s planning, the meaning was not evident and became a stumbling
block for some.
• What does it mean for inclusion/exclusion of participants? i.e. must Storytellers have lived
a significant part/all of their life in the Mallee?
• Where are the Mallee’s borders?
• Is it a history of a person residing in the region or a history of the region itself?
This is important for communication to potential participants, decisions about who qualifies as
a Storyteller and who may not, and for Writers to decide how to frame their writing.
For example: One writer was actively trying to link the story to the Mallee, given her
understanding of the book title and purpose. “I was thinking it had to be part of the Mallee.” So,
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when the Storyteller started by saying that they were born elsewhere, the inclination was to
show how that linked to the Mallee geographically. This is a point that came up with the
Storytellers also. The lack of clarity begs the question, is the point to include only what
happened in the Mallee and provide a history of the location or is it a wider brief in that it tells
the story of someone who now resides in the Mallee, regardless of where they were born,
grew up or lived previously? Is the story the person’s or the place’s? This may be a point
where the answer was assumed, but lacked certainty and has led to some confusion and
possibly to some unnecessary editing or rearrangement of stories.

WRITERS
1.1

Joining the project

There were 15 writers and of those, one became involved after hearing
about the project from someone invited to assist as a typist. The others
were, either members of the U3A writers’ group who had been invited
to join, or they had been personally invited by a member of the
organising committee. There was considerable confidence in the
committee. In relation to the committee, one writer commented;
"I think they've gone about it in a very structured way. They all
come from community service type jobs… And they were pretty
sensitive to the process and the way of linking it to the U3A. They were linking
it to people already wanting to write."
This approach worked well for the first project. The project is well known around the district and the
promise of future iterations has already brought enquiries from would-be Writers and Storytellers.
The tenacity of the planning committee and Writers in taking on and completing such a challenging
project meets their initial aim of preserving history through writing stories as told by Storytellers who
lived through that history. That in itself denotes success. The relationships that have been built, the
skills and confidence that have grown and the publication and launch of an anthology in addition to
this, compounds the story of success.
In future, it is likely that there will be greater numbers of Writers and Storytellers involved, concurrently
run projects and geographically dispersed versions. If this is the case, we recommend drafting plans
and ‘how to’ material in anticipation of this.
Recommendation: A clear form of guidance through the process is recommended for those seeking
to undertake the role of Writer in future projects simply because their writing and finishing abilities will
not be equally well known in future.
NB: A clear guide will address most of the concerns Writers expressed.
1.2

Reasons for joining Mallee Living Histories

Involvement in the project was generally to record someone’s story before it was lost or to help them
appreciate the value of their story. The publication of a book, whilst an exciting addition to the
process, was not suggested by writers as a reason for taking part. Example below.
“I have entered the program not for the purpose of the book…but basically to do a record for
that person that he or she can pass on to their family. It will form part of that family’s history
about what their ancestor had done, rather than people sitting around at funeral saying ‘I
wish he’d told us about that.’”
“I’ve heard some absolutely amazing things…things that really should have been written
down, but would never be written down and when that person passed, they’re gone and so
thought that this was a good opportunity to do my bit in just keeping somebody’s story alive.”
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1.3

The process

Information sessions, workshops and meetings were available for writers to attend and learn
more about the “How to” of the project. These sessions were not compulsory, but attendance
was encouraged. Experienced writers were also available to offer advice if needed.
Those who attended sessions and/or availed themselves of the offer of advice, found them very
useful as a source of information and comradery.
Those who did not attend sessions found getting started very difficult. Whilst attending is
desirable and would have made a substantial difference, there will always be some that either
cannot attend or do not feel the need to do so. That being the case, expansion of the Writers’
Manual to include information from the sessions would assist. This could possibly be in the
form of a workbook so that it could be used by attendees during sessions.
Recommendation: Require Writer attendance at meetings, at least in the initial stages and
expand the Writers’ Manual to incorporate expected steps and assistance through the writing
process.
Ethics, in relation to history was discussed at length in several focus groups. As was the case in
a workshop discussion, this explored ownership of the story and considerations around Writers’
responsibilities to family and community. One Writer asked, “It is the old person’s story, do
children have the right to censor? How do we resolve that?” This is likely to be an ongoing
conversation in each iteration of the project.
Did the fact that the family would live with the ramifications of the story give them the right
to make changes or veto specific parts? If a family member was telling a story, would the
same be true in reverse? What was the level of responsibility to community, especially in
a small community? Was truth and accuracy always at the heart of memory and of
stories? Should a director’s cut version of the story or story notes be archived for
posterity?
Given that the Storytellers and the nature of their stories, along with the Writers and
administrators will change, ethics is an important conversation to revisit.
Apart from suggesting some additions to inclusions in the Writers’ Manual or in early meetings,
Writers felt they were very well prepared and supported throughout the process.
Did you feel supported? "Yes, I did. Vernon said quite clearly he was available,
and Sandra was available should we have any stumbling blocks."
"I appreciated the first meeting because it was good to put eyes on other
Writers and just have that introductory business about how it was all linked."
1.4

The future – Suggestions or advice from Writers

Writers highly recommended involvement in the project to others. They may not all take part
again themselves but viewed the experience very positively and were proud of the contribution
they had made to converting someone’s story from memory to text.
“There were Storytellers going from ‘it's just my life. It's not important’ to
wanting a second book. We've validated their lives really."
They were very aware of the planning that had been put into making this first iteration a
success and were grateful for the background and character traits of those on the organising
committee.
"When you put those … people together you can trust being involved in this
because those people are smart enough and attuned enough to get it right."
“…completers and finishers. They’re all completers and finishers.”
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The Writers’ Manual was something that most Writers commented on with regard to future
iterations of the project. There were numerous suggestions on how to expand it into a “How to”
guide. Ideas for inclusion ranged from assistance with interview techniques through to
remaining focused and how to know when to stop gathering information.
Recommendation: One suggestion that would enable the capture of all of these was for
Writers to collate their experiences and use them as a framework for the future guide. New
interview prompts were also suggested repeatedly.

Focus group - Writer

STORYTELLERS
1.5

Joining the project

There were 16 Storytellers, all of whom resided at either Princes Court Homes or Princes Court
Village. Those at the Village live in self-care units whilst those at the Homes have access to
greater assistance.
None felt any pressure to take part. Stories varied as to how they became involved. Recruitment
was generally remembered as being by invitation, although in one instance the name of the
project and the mechanism of recruitment belonged to something that occurred several years
ago. The willingness to be part of what was happening was voiced by all.
1.6

Reasons for joining Mallee Living Histories

One Storyteller became involved because she felt she had a different type of history that her
children had no idea of. She had wanted to write it down like this for years, but thought it was
too difficult to do without access to a Writer or computer where story parts could be moved,
copied and pasted much more easily than with paper and pen. When the invitation came along
that Storyteller eagerly took up the opportunity.
Others saw it as a way of letting the younger generation know what life was like before the
internet and way back to their earliest memories. Two Storytellers in their mid-90s revealed to us
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that competition between friends remains ripe regardless of age when they shared stories and
related the ages they believe they were at the time.
“I remember the gypsies that would wait out on the sandhills… I'm fortunate enough to
remember back when I was about 4.”
The other then related her story and ended with
“The bush nurse was there and I could hear a baby crying…that’s the farthest back I can
remember. I would have been 3 I think.”
1.7

The process

The Storytellers were extremely positive about the project and the process. Some had thought
that they had nothing to say to begin with, but by the end of the project they were looking
forward to a second book and in one case, a second book to fill with stories all their own.
Focus groups often became storytelling sessions, particularly with the older participants. They
began retelling their stories or sharing new ones. Once the invitation was given and a listener
was ready and waiting, the stories flowed effortlessly.
Focus Group Facilitator: “That’s a great story. Did you tell [Writer’s name] about that?”
Storyteller: “Oh no, I don’t think so. Oooh, maybe I should have, but I think she’s finished
now… Now we bought land in Merbein when it was opened up…”
"It's been a wonderful experience doing this book. I've just loved it."
1.8

What was most important?
“I think the memory thing is the most important.”
“To start with they said they had no story to tell, but then they started talking and we sure
let them know that they did.”

For the Storytellers, memories were a way to return to a bygone era and explain how it was.

Focus group - Writer

Focus group - Writer

For the Writers these same memories brought awe at their content and the enormity of the
writing task ahead, and at times provoked disbelief. Writers spent hours researching the stories
they had been told. This was to verify truth and gain further context, but also because they did
not wish to open the Storytellers up to ridicule of any kind, should the information be false. Time
and again memories were proven to be true despite the disbelief of those listening. Assumptions
of errant memory, in the main proved to be inaccurate. Several Writers expressed their regret
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that they had expected their Storytellers to prove themselves over and over, rather than be
taken at their word initially. “How frustrating that must be.”
Family of Storytellers gave examples of similar situations. One such example involved a
newspaper article about Phil Crump (a retired Australian Motorcycle speedway rider) born in
Mildura but now living in England. When the Storyteller saw the article and the picture attached
she exclaimed “Oh, he was here last week.” The daughter’s immediate response was “Mum,
that’s Phil Crump. He lives in England.” The Storyteller stuck to her guns and repeated “Well, he
was here last week.” To which the daughter repeated, “He lives in England mum.” Not to be put
off, the 96-year-old Storyteller pointed out that “He’s Lottie’s son and Lottie’s sister had him
over…” Anyway, said the daughter, Mum was right, “It turns out that he was here last week
visiting his aunty.”
The main concern expressed by Storytellers was regarding communication and the passing of
messages to and from their Writers. Several Storytellers mentioned that they noticed conflicting
information about the project after comparing their understanding of what was to take place.
“It took me a while to get onto [staff member’s name] about it. I call it Chinese whispers.
You ask one and they tell you go to that one and so on.”
Recommendation: Hold at least one meeting that is attended by Storytellers and Writers together
for the purpose of sharing ideas, addressing queries and identifying misunderstandings. This is
particularly important early in the project.
One Storyteller expressed that she would have like more time with her Writer; more time to talk,
more time to tell stories, just more time.
"You didn’t have the time to enlarge on things. Not quite enough time."
1.9

The future

So, what do Storytellers see as the future for a project like Mallee Living Histories?
Focus Group Facilitator: Would you recommend that others do this?
Storyteller: “Yes, if you’ve got a memory and you want to relate all these lovely things
you’ve done in your life, why not? Because it’s here for everybody to read later on when
we’re gone”
Focus Group Facilitator: Would you do it again?
Storyteller: “Yes, yes.”
We spoke to Storytellers in early December 2019, prior to the book launch. They were
advocates of the project at that stage, however after the launch (February 2020), the excitement
and atmosphere that surrounded it and the celebrity it brought them for a warm summer
afternoon, their support for continuing the storytelling was even greater. More importantly, their
smiles were even broader.

FAMILY AND FRIENDS OF STORYTELLERS
Family and friends are advocates for their loved ones. They focused on the importance of
conversation and engagement for Storytellers in the place they call home, with those that care for
them. A funeral should not be the only place to learn about a person’s life, particularly someone you
interact with most days. A poster on the door, a poem on the bedside table, captions on photos or;
"Even if there were 10 dot points, that he did this or did that. Just conversation
starters. They think their life hasn't been interesting, but the staff would love to
have all this to ask them questions."
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"It would be nice if there was something written about each client to say he was
a lawyer or a doctor or a fire fighter or had 15 children or whatever the story is.
He owned a pub. Just a little basic thing, so that the staff have something to
have as a conversation starter with them."
1.10 The project
This has been an opportunity for the Storytellers to share their knowledge and turn their
thoughts to times long past; times when the coaches stopped to change horses at their
grandparents’ pub. Times when the Canadians and Americans trained to become wartime pilots
outside Mildura and their accents and noise filled the streets. Times when permits were required
to cross state borders and numerous other events took place.
The project has given Storytellers something else to talk about and to look forward to in the day
or the week. “This writing has kept Mum’s mind active. You go in and see her and she says, Oh
I forgot about this. I mustn’t forget to tell [Writer’s name] …She’s the one people go to for family
histories… So, the next time I took her out through Nichols Point and Kings Billabong and she
knew exactly where she was and she knew who lived at what houses… Amazing.”

STAFF OF PRINCES COURT HOMES
1.11 Overview
Communication of expectations, messages between Writers and Storytellers and timing of
activities were poorly transmitted according to feedback from Writers, Family and Friends of
Storytellers and the Storytellers themselves. The PCH staff shared some of these concerns with
regard to information transfer, logistics and general project processes. The strength of staff
understanding of project purpose and the strength of general communication, is central to
implementing a successful project.
Two areas of communication concern were evident in discussions with staff:
1. Writers communicating their meeting times to PCH staff so that their dealings with
residents (Storytellers) are known and they are dressed and ready, particularly for early
starts. In the first project iteration, Writers informed Storytellers of arrangements and
left messages or notes for the Lifestyle Coordinator. The Coordinator felt that this
created extra work and would like to put something else in place for subsequent
projects.
Recommendation: Establish a simple communication board, timetable or book with no
requirement for input from the Coordinator and with adequate consideration to privacy i.e. not on
public display. Whatever form the communication tool takes, it must be kept in a central location
available to staff, Storytellers and Writers.
2. Communication of the project's existence and purpose to staff must be in a way that
staff can and will receive. Meetings and communication books have not been effective
in conveying this. Staff commented that they do not generally take note of
communication book material that does not relate to direct care. Lifestyle programs,
such as the Mallee Living Histories project are not part of direct care.
1.12 Knowledge of the project
Apart from the Lifestyle Coordinator, there was limited knowledge of the project or its purpose
among staff. Two of the four staff in a focus group did not know of the project’s existence. They
said that they did not check the communications log for activities, but only looked for care
related material. The priority is for seeking information only on that which is relevant to their
work for the day.
14

“I'll probably read the start of it and if it's got nothing to do with the care, I don't really read
further. Cos I'm like, well that doesn't really have anything to do with me.”
As some staff have part-time positions, attendance at meetings is not always possible and
therefore they can miss announcements and be unaware of a number of issues.
During the focus group the project was explained. Staff discussed this and entered into
conversation regarding how the Storytellers had been responding to it or how they thought they
would respond to such a project.
“Some of them said, Oh I haven’t got any story… And then they'll say I can remember like
swimming up and down in the creek watching the old Hospital be built. We said well, that's
the story to us. Yeah, anything that you've done when you were kids.”
Once the project was underway Writers and Storytellers met, often in the PCH Coffee Shop. All
of the staff present had witnessed meetings but had not necessarily been aware of what they
were.
“It's like when they're sitting in the coffee shop all the time, I just thought they were just
relatives. Yeah, I didn't know they were people storytelling.”
They saw the project as an opportunity to capture stories unlike "other residents that passed
away and lost their stories."
Whilst the project was not well known by these staff members, when asked what they would
look to change for future projects one commented:
“I’d probably just suggest that I know what’s happening, what’s happened.”
Having said this the group began discussing why they thought this type of project was important
and what may have inspired it. They reminisced about past residents, war heroes, world
travellers and well-known personalities. Their knowledge of stories was gleaned from countless
conversations, chats with family members and, sadly, funeral eulogies. Minute details down to
how many great grandchildren they had. Impressive engagement with the people they had
cared for.
Through the project, they could see that friendships had been or could be created. Some Writers
went "above and beyond" with what they did for their Storyteller.
“They've got a lovely friendship from it. She comes up on weekends and she went well and
truly above and beyond. She had lost her contact with their father when she was a little girl
and she could never find out anything about him and [Writer’s name] went right back
through everything and found it all and brought it up and gave her a whole big write up
about her father. Just things like that. That's just beautiful. Yeah, you know going that extra
bit. It's not just sitting there writing down what they're saying about their life, their story. It's
doing that extra work. It’s just lovely. Making it really personal. Yeah. And they go out for
lunch and dinner and on weekends and everything now.”

EFFICIENCY
This project required heavy reliance on volunteers, as part of the organisational committee and
the writing workforce. There were high expectations of the Writers. In this case, those writing were
mainly retired people. This meant that, with coordination their capacity for time flexibility e.g. that
enabled them to attend meetings during the day, was increased. It is also important to note that
they required, and were given, no monetary payment for their involvement and effort. Their
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participation in the project was entirely voluntary, professional and vital to the project’s success.
The range of experience, style, standards Writers expected of themselves, time each Writer
allocated to the interviewing, research gathering, writing and editing varied from Writer to Writer.
Therefore, costings are difficult to quantify in terms of hours expected, committed and spent on
each task. When the project is replicated, those undertaking it must appreciate that in order to be
successful, extensive knowledge, time, oversight and commitment are necessary. Those
undertaking it must also appreciate that without a volunteer workforce, extensive funds would be
required.
The organisational committee provided sound management and planning underpinned by years
of experience in public service, the Law and professions complementary to successful planning,
management and completion of the project. They also brought with them suitable professional
networks to enable funding and entrance into the aged care sector.
The committee produced the Writers’ Manual, sought legal advice regarding privacy, ethics, risk
management and implications and oversaw the project and its processes, from inception to book
launch. At the time of writing this report, the committee is preparing for a second iteration of the
project and is liaising with external entities with the view to collaborating on further projects in
Victoria and interstate.
Project funds raised were in excess of what was needed. This is something peculiar to this
project and the personnel leading it. Others undertaking such an endeavour may not, unless they
have similar experience and professional links, have the capacity to elicit such a funding level.

CONCLUSION
We conclude by noting the positive feedback received from participants in the project, their friends
and family, from coverage in the local media along with reports from the planning committee of
regular enquiries into participation and implementation of new iterations in Mildura and beyond. We
also note the level of sustainability, opportunities for change (impact) and restate the
recommendations for future projects.

SUSTAINABILITY
Prospects for further conduct of the project are very good due to the funding already obtained,
interest from other aged care agencies and facilities in beginning or sponsoring their own version
of the project and feedback from participants providing a rich source of information for
consolidation and improvement of the process as a whole.
There are no plans for ending the project at this stage. A second iteration is due to begin in the
coming months. We suggest that recommendations from this report be considered as the planning
committee refines documentation and processes in preparation for its commencement.

IMPACT
The project overall has been helpful in impacting the lives of each group involved. It is important to note
that the Storytellers were expected to be the main beneficiaries of the project. However, the positive
impact on Writers and others greatly exceeded expectations.
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Monash Rural Health, Mildura has already made changes to aged care rotations for medical students
based on outcomes of the project. The emphasis for students has moved to one-to-one interaction with
aged care facility residents with the view to working together to complete a task chosen by the resident.
It may be as simple as learning to use an iPad, or as complicated as they wish to make it. But whatever
the task, the focus is on collaboration, communication and learning to appreciate each other as
partners. The aged care facility is to be seen as home, not hospital. The older person is a resident and
not a patient. Students are learning to be guests in the home of their older hosts. The effect of the
change will be documented by Monash Rural Health and may prove useful in exploration of concepts
linked to social prescribing.

Focus group - Writer
The overall project design is relevant to the specific needs of the Storytellers as it seeks to hear
their voices and tell their stories. The positive feedback from Storytellers, their families and friends
and from Writers, consistently reiterated that the project addressed specific needs and provided
insights into specific concerns.

RECAP OF RECOMMENDATIONS
Recommendation 1: A clear form of guidance through the process for those seeking to
undertake the role of Writer. This is particularly important in future projects simply because their
writing and finishing abilities will not necessarily be known.
Recommendation 2: Expectation of Writer attendance at meetings and workshops. This is for
their support, capacity building and benefit.
Recommendation 3: Writers collate their experiences and use them as a framework for a future
guide or manual. New interview prompts could form part of the document.
Recommendation 4: Hold at least one meeting for Storytellers and Writers to attend together.
Allow them to meet each other, share ideas, addressing queries, dispel rumours and identify
misunderstandings.
Recommendation 5: Development of a means of communicating appointment times, messages
and general logistics between Writers, Storytellers and aged care facility staff. Perhaps a board,
timetable or notebook.
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TERMINOLOGY
Focus group is a form of research in which a group of people are asked to share their perceptions,
opinions, experiences and so on in regard to a specific topic or series of ideas.
Narrative foreclosure is the idea that a life story has ended and there is nothing more to add.
Semi-structured interview is a qualitative method of data collection in which the researcher asks
participants predetermined but open-ended questions. To ensure quality, this method requires a
relational focus and careful attention to the skills of interviewing.
Social prescribing is a term that applies when primary healthcare professionals refer people to “a
range of local, non-clinical services… However, to date, the adoption of social prescribing as an
organised program of support has been limited” (p.iii, RACGP, 2019).
Target population is the group of people from which participants can be drawn.
Universities of the Third Age (U3A) is a network run by volunteers, offering courses and activities to
retired and semi-retired people.
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APPENDIX 1: MEDIA COVERAGE
To follow is a sample of the media coverage given to the project locally.

Sunraysia Daily 11 Feb 2020

Knight, V and Bailey, S (2019), The Mallee’s Living History: Princes Court Writers’ Group, Mildura
Living, Summer edition. Photography by Seiler, D.
ABC Mildura-Swan Hill Breakfast Program available online at
https://www.abc.net.au/radio/milduraswanhill/programs/breakfast/breakfast/11930606
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The Mallee’s Living History
PRINCES COURT WRITERS GROUP

WORDS VERNON KNIGHT & SANDRA BAILEY PHOTOGRAPHY DARREN SEILER

ABOVE - Writers Group members - Denise McCarthy, Jenny Garonne (CEO Princes Court) and Joe Watson. OPPOSITE - Geoff Bales, 83 yrs, with Writers Group member Bob Fleiner.

Almost a year ago, a group of local writers was alerted to a
program in Melbourne which was working to capture the life stories
of hospital patients, including some in palliative care. The program
set-out to try and enrich the last chapters of those wanting the
chance to share their lives with their children, their grandchildren,
and others. The project quickly demonstrated benefits beyond
anyone’s expectations.
The program quickly discovered that the conversations were
just as important as the recorded journeys and the Mildura group
was to discover that there were similar ventures in other cities and
countries. So why not Mildura?
A small working party set about framing the project with a
set of guidelines which would endeavour to protect the program’s
integrity and the interests of all those involved. The resulting
practice manual detailed the program’s aims, the procedures for

selecting both writers and story tellers, the rights of the storytellers
to have the final say in terms of the end-product and the obligations
of the writers.
Each writer was required to sign an undertaking in relation
to privacy, respect, and the need to consult with extended family
if needed. One member of the group was a member of the Board
of Princes Court and she shared the plan with her colleagues.
The Board and staff of Princes Court were only too keen to get
involved, recognising the value it could bring to the lives of
their residents.
Another important party to the discussions was the Monash
Rural Health School which was quick to see that there could be
important learnings to be had in relation to the health and wellbeing of older Australians. The ability of the project to enhance
social and family connections and to promote greater understanding

milduraliving
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ABOVE - Writers Group members Vernon Knight, Sandra Bailey, Sue Rochester and Barb Tilley.

TOP - Writers group member Sandra Bailey with Elizabeth Boyle, 95 yrs. ABOVE LEFT - Elizabeth Boyle,1944. ABOVE RIGHT - Elizabeth Boyle,1942.

between the generations was also recognised.
The project had the added benefit of timely help by two
highly respected researchers on positive ageing, Dr Don Edgar and
Dr Patricia Edgar – the latter being the daughter of another highly
regarded ‘local’, the late Reg Etherington. Soon to be discovered
was a raft of international knowledge which clearly endorsed the
importance of the project.
An article by Heather Millar in Fleurieu Living tells of her
experience in writing her father’s story – Having lived on his own
for the last years of his life, recording his memories gave him a
reason to get up in the morning. Heather’s article goes on to
detail the research which finds that “people who had a high
level of purpose were more than twice as likely to remain free
from Alzheimer’s”.
Commencement of the project at Princes Court could only be
described as serendipitous. The working party had already recruited

eighteen writers and a call for interest at Princes Court
produced a list of eighteen storytellers. Most of the stories
are nearing completion.
Plans are in hand for a book which will be published in
January with each storyteller receiving six copies for distribution to
family and friends. The stories are, or will be on average, around
six thousand words each and our writers can readily attest to the
difficulty of keeping to that limit. In the words of Mark Twain, “I
did not have time to make it shorter!”
But more important than the book, are the friendships which
have formed between the writers and the storytellers, and many
of us enjoy surveying the conversations taking place in the Princes
Court Coffee Shop during the weekly encounters. While the writers
are not professional, they are all experienced and happily share some
of the fascinating stories which their conversations uncover.
Among the stories will be one about raising a family on a

Millewa farm with the most rudimentary housing and certainly no
air-conditioning. There will be a story about a retired bank manager
who has spent years modelling large scale, remote controlled
aeroplanes, some of which can now be seen in the RAAF Museum
at Mildura Airport. There’ll be the story of the woman who
downed tools from senior teaching positions to spend two years as a
member of two Antarctic expeditions.
With many of the residents over 85, there is much history of
the region hidden amongst their stories. From the construction of
iconic buildings, to the introduction of avocados to the district’s
agricultural landscape, the life-stories of these residents are also the
life-story of Mildura.
The group hopes that in capturing these stories, there will be
grandchildren who can enjoy reading about the lives of their nan or
pa and learn more about them, long after their grandparents’ voices
have fallen silent.

Interesting in Heather Millar’s article is the finding from
Emory University in Atlanta, Georgia, that ‘children who knew
most about their family history were best able to handle stress,
had a stronger sense of self control over their lives and higher
self-esteem.’
In an era in which children are less likely to live in the same
town as their grandparents or extended family, the group feels that
this sort of project is increasingly important. That view is clearly
shared by those who have already committed funding for the
publication of what is hopefully, the first edition of the Mallee’s
Living Histories.
As Heather concludes in her article, ‘Their stories make me
understand myself more. I feel connected to something greater . . .
to their stories and to my own ancestral line. The truth is, I feel less
alone in the world, knowing where I come from’. k
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books

A GOOD READ

Autumn books

THE MALLEEʼS LIVING HISTORIES
by Volunteer Writers and Residents
of Princes Court

LADY IN WAITING
by Anne Glenconner
The remarkable life of Lady in Waiting to
Princess Margaret who was also a Maid of
Honour at the Queenʼs Coronation - and is
a character in The Crown this autumn.
Anne Glenconner reveals the real events
behind The Crown as well as her own life
of drama, tragedy and courage, with the
wonderful wit and extraordinary resilience
which define her.
Published by Penguin Australia.
Available from Collins Booksellers Mildura.
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A local project started to attempt to enrich
the last chapters of those wishing to share
their lives with their family and others,
who may know little of their life stories. In
capturing these stories, the group hopes
there will be grandchildren who can enjoy
reading about the lives of their nan or pa
and learn more about them, long after their
grandparents voices have fallen silent.
Published by Vernon Knight.
Available from Princes Court Homes.

GARDENING THROUGH THE YEAR
IN AUSTRALIA
by Ian Spence
Packed with essential gardening advice, keep
your garden in great condition all year round.
This book takes you systematically through
the year, each chapter looking in-depth at
one month at a time. A handy ʻTo Doʼ list,
along with ʻLast Chanceʼ reminders and
ʻGet Aheadʼ tips, gives you an overview
of the month’s tasks, followed by an
inspirational gallery of ʻStar Plantsʼ to
showcase the visual highlights of the month.
Published by Penguin Australia. Available
from Collins Booksellers Mildura.

WE KNOW PRINT
From initial concepts, design, writing & photography to the final printed product.
Our team works with you every step of the way, creating printed material that is visually appealing,
on point and meets your objectives. Before you embark on your branding, corporate identity, packaging,
annual report or publication project, speak to us - we know print.

WWW.THEWORKSHOPCREATIVE.COM.AU | 163A EIGHTH ST, MILDURA | 03 5024 8333 | 0415 826 444
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Further information
Monash Rural Health
37 Rainforest Walk, Clayton Campus
Building 13A, Level 1, Room A113
Clayton, Victoria 3800
Australia
T: +61 3 9902 4761
E: mrh-ohos@monash.edu
monash.edu/medicine/srh

