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LA CROSSE, WI (WXOW) - According to the Alzheimer's Association, as many as 10 million baby boomers will develop Alzheimer's disease in their lifetime.  Alzheimer's destroys brain cells, causing problems with memory, thinking and behavior.  The disease gets works over time and is fatal. 

When people with Alzheimer's disease can no longer take care of themselves, they are often placed in nursing homes.  Caring for memory care patients can be frustrating for both the patient and staff, but a La Crosse facility has found a way to empower it's residents and make nursing home life more like life at home.

Virginia Dworack may not know what day it is or even what year but she can recognize an old song and knows the man sitting next to her is her son Jim.  Doctors diagnosed the 82-year old with Alzheimer's disease in 2005.  A disease that has touched the Dworack family not once, but twice.

Jim Dworack says: We went through the same thing with my Dad, which we totally missed. He was kind of in the same boat and it's hard to recognize if you see someone every day. It just creeps in.  Alzheimer's has stolen part of Virginia's memory and her independence.  Jim Dworack says: You do have to realize it doesn't get any better, just a little worse as time goes along. So, you have to prepare yourself for that.

In January, Jim decided it was time for his mother to move out of her home and into a nursing home.  Virginia is one of 70 residents at Avalon, the new memory care unit of the Bethany Saint Joseph Care Center.

Admission Specialist Lori Bagniewski says: We have consistency and predictability in our routine because those are the things memory care patients need. But, along with that, our day and evenings are more fluent, so there is flexibility built in that.  Staff at Avalon focus on resident directed... One on one care.

They receive extra training and provide more short and simple programs to keep their resident's bodies and minds active.

Kim Scholze, recreation therapy director says: Like the saying goes, if you don't use it you lose it.  And, that's true for all of us, but especially for people with memory care needs.

Avalon is also set up to feel more like home.  You'll find antique furniture and decor throughout the unit, even a secure patio so residents can go outside without fear of them wandering off.  Residents can even choose what they want to eat and the staff will prepare it any way they like. 

Francie Ball, Dietary director says: Some people might assume that memory care patients would have difficulty making decisions.  But, the staff is very good at knowing how to approach each resident individually and figuring out how to make it as complex or as simple as the resident needs.

Simple choices that empower people like Virginia, who often feel powerless.  Jim says: It improves their quality of life.

The unit is named Avalon after an old La Crosse dance hall.  The staff say many of the residents talk about going to the Avalon.  Some even met their spouses there.
