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Mental Retardation refers to significantly 
subaverage general intellectual functioning 
existing concurrently with deficits in 
adaptive behavior, and manifested during 
the developmental period.l/ 

Within this definition there are degrees of retardation 

which are not easily demarcated. The most common terms used 

to describe degrees of retardation are mild, moderate, severe, 

and profound. These terms do not have rigid definitions; 

instead IQ scores and Adaptive Behavior skills are used to 

make clinical judgments as to the level of retardation. 

Adaptive Behavior, according to the AAMD, includes skills 

such as preparation of meals, household tasks, use of money, 

and the ability to go on errands and make purchases. In other 

words, it is often precisely the lack of life skills that make 

for "deficits in adaptive behavior" and the concurrent conclusion 

of social unacceptability. 

The author does not advocate the use of labels, but does 

recognize degrees of retardation. For some, who are labe l ed 

retarded during school years, the impact of the label may 

diminish if, ·when they reach adulthood, they become self­

supporting and socially accepted. For others the label is 

carried throughout their lives because they continue to need 

extra support and supervision. It is not the purpose of this 

paper or a Lif~ Skills program to argue who is retarded and to 

what degree. A Life Skills program provides a specific training 

program for those individuals who carry the label "retarded" 

a nd who at the time they enter the program need daily supervision 

in such things as meal preparation, selection of clothing, 

grooming, use of money, care of personal space ~nd travel. The 
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goal of the program is to provide each individual with the 

s k ills that will lessen the amount and kind of supervision 

necessary and through this help the individual to become 

more independent . 



SETTING THE CONTEXT 

Historical Context 

Historically retarded people have not been highly valued 

members of society. Early educators such as Samuel Howe did 

believe that many retarded people could learn and, after a 

time in a residential school, return to the community to 

function in a normal fashion. It was with this goal in mind 

that the first state residential schools were founded in the 

1850s. 

Unfortunately, society's image of retarded people changed 

in the late 1800s from the positive one held by Howe to that 

which viewed retarded people as a deviant group of people 

from whom society needed to be protected. As the industrial 

revolution progressed more emphasis was placed on intellect 

and education. Those who were more limited intellectually 

were stigmatized. The residential schools soon became custodial 

institutions offering no training and little hope of ever 

returning to the community for those who lived there. The 

effects of this massive institutionalization of human beings 

are still evident today in every state in the Nation. 

From the early 1900s to the 1950s little changed. With 

the advent of the IQ test more people were classified as 

intellectually deviant and the institutions continued to grow. 

Once entering, few people ever returned to the community. Many 

children were institutionalized because there were few services 

available in the community and because there continued to be 
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little understanding about mental retardation. Some parents 

institutionalized their children because the institution was 

the only source available for any kind of support, training 

or education. Others were told that there was not hope for 

their child and that it was best to put the child away. 

Parents with children who needed constant care and assistance 

had no other options. 

During this time, some special education classes were 

established which emphasized standard academic subjects. 

Children who were more severely disabled were not included in 

these classes. In the late 1940s and early 1950s, parents of 

more severely retarded children started to band together in an 

attempt to secure the education and training they felt was the 

right of the children. The result was the National Association 

for Retarded Children (changed in 1973 to the National Association 

for Retarded Citizens) which started many programs and lobbied 

for the . rights of retarded people. This group was also 

instrumental in changing the image of a retarded person from 

one who is stagnant and useless to one who can grow and develop. 

The changes made by the efforts of this determined group of 

parents started a revolution. A revolution that is not yet 

complete and is, indeed, threatened as budget cutting fever, 

symbolized by California's Proposition 13, dries up funds for 

social services. Thousands of retarded people remain in large 

institutions, continuing to spend lifetimes in unbelievable 

depravation. Many, not in institutions, sit idly at home. 
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Changing Status 

Legislation in recent years has affirmed the rights of 

retarded individuals and has opened some doors which previously 

had been closed. The "Education for All Handicapped Children 

Act of 1975" (PL 94-142) affirms the right to and require~ a 

free and appropriate education for all handicapped children. 

This action will greatly benefit those children who are presently 

of school age and who reside in areas where funds are available 

in sufficient amounts to implement this right. Unfortunately, 

most individuals who are now adults cannot benefit from this 

legislation because they are too old for public school classes 

and therefore will never have a right to a free and appropriate 

education. 

The Developmental Disabilities Services and Facilities 

Construction Act (as amended), offers potential assistance to 

retarded adults. In Section III, it sets out the "Rights of 

the Developmentally Disabled." Among those rights is the right 

to "appropriate treatment, services, and habili tation . ... ~/ Any 

state receiving a federal allocation through the "Developmental 

Disabilities Act" is required to write a state plan which looks 

at the developmental disabilities service system within that 

state and especially includes those services which are needed 

but not provided. Developmental disabilities funds are then 

used to help create a more comprehensive service system which 

takes into account the needs of developmentally disabled people 

and especially those who have been without needed services. 

The reality of the Developmental Disabilities program is, 

however, that most states have long neglected the rights of all 
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handicapped people, not just those who are mentally retarded. 

The services needed by all handicapped people cannot be 

implemented over night. It will take many years and huge 

amounts of money before mentally retarded people will finally 

secure the rights which are theirs. 

Upon reading the Declaration of Purpose of the "Rehabilitation 

Act of 1973" (as amended by PL 93-516) one can find encouragement. 

It a uthorizes programs to 

de velop and implement comprehensive and 
continuing State plans for meeting the 
current and future needs for providing 
vocational rehabilitation services to 
handicapped individuals and to provide 
such services for the benefit of such 
individuals serving first those with the 
most severe handicaps, so that they may 
prepare for and engage in gainful employment. 

and initiate and expand services to groups of 
handicapped individuals (including those 
who are homebound or institutionalized) who 
have been underserved in the past.ii 

Funds are never unlimited, however, and choices must be 
> 

made. People with the least vocational potential are often left 

out of vocational rehabilitation services. Again, as with the 

Developmental Disabilities program, there are wide gaps that 

will take years to fill. 

Work is highly valued in our society and the kind of work 

a person does often determines the value society places on that 

person. Doctors and lawyers are highly valued people. One has 

to be "smart" to enter either profession and monetary reimbursement 

is more often than not abundant. Janitors and trash collectors 

are not highly valued. If, however, a less valued person 

supports his or her family successfully, they are, if not admired, 
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at least respected by other members of the community and 

considered good, responsible citizens. 

Those people who are _least productive and the least able 

to care for themselves are the least valuable to society. 

state vocational rehabilitation programs make this same kind 

of value judgme nt. In the District of Columbia, vocational 

rehabilitation funds have been the only government source of 

funded training for retarded adults. The Bureau of Rehabilitation 

services makes the judgment as to who can work and who cannot. 

This could be acceptable as it is obvious that some people do 

not have the pre sent skills or ability to work and others may 

never acquire them. But what of these latter? Do they have 

fewer rights because they cannot work? In a social and economic 

context that so highly prizes work and that so closely relate s 

work to income and thus the ability to purchase, it certainly 

would appe a r so. Again, to cite the District of Columbia, its 

current- non-vocat ional programs for retarded adults are limited 

to custodial care in an institution and to a limited part-time 

recreation program for those in the community and unable to 

work. The District of Columbia does not fund programs which 
I 

attempt to teach the skills that could enable some people to 

work. It is not impossible for budget-makers to justify the 

expense of training someone who will eventually be able to work 

a nd pay part of his or her own wa y ; it i s more difficult, 

however, to J·usti'fy th • • • f e ongoing e xpense of training programs or 

a person who may continue to develop but may ne ver be able to 

work. 
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Supplemental Security Income (SSI), mandated through the 

social Security Act of 1935 (Title XVI, 1974) is available to 

financially assist those disabled people who have minimal 

earning power or financial resources. Those who receive SSI 

are also eligible for social services through Title XX of the 

same Act. The social services available through Title XX 

sometimes include specific training programs for adults. The 

goals set up by the legislation are general and do not require 

the state to provide services such as training, specifically 

for retarded individuals. States such as Virgini a and Montana 

have use d Title XX funds to set up programs serving lower 

functioning retar ded adults. The District of Columbia, on the 

other hand, uses no Title XX money specifically for this 

purpose. 

These pieces of legislation do not mean that all r e tarded 

adults who need training will receive it or that any state is 

legally . responsible to provide training of any kind to those 

people over school age. Many people continue to fall through 

the cracks. ·Thousands of people are still left out of programs. 

This means that these people are given no chance to grow and 

develop to whatever level their true potential may be. 

In addition to those retarded adults who presently reside 

in the community and receive no training, many people are b e ing 

returned to the community from institutions. The institutional 

environment is now widely recognized as being restrictive of 

personal liberty. Some institutions, in fact, such as those in 
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Pennsylvania, Montana, Alabama, and the District of Columbia 

have been judged to be unconstitutionally violating the 

residents' rights. Combined with the now accepted principle 

of normalization which promotes small, community-based living 

arrangements, this means that the need for community based 

. . . 4/ services is increasing.-

People returning to the community from the institution 

have special needs. To live in an institution is to live in 

a culture different from that of the surrounding community . 

An institution is often violent, regimented and boring. Bizarre 

behavior is accepted or at least ignored, as long as it hurts 

no one. People who have lived in this world at the institution 

for many years and are suddenly released into another culture 

need to learn about the new culture and its ways. For example, 

in an institution food is most often served cafeteria-style; 

in a home or the community, it is not. In an institution, 

television is often the only form of entertainment and boredom 

is a way of life; in the community, much more than a "babysitting" 

television is ' available and the isolating boredom of life lived 

only in front of the tube need not be a way of life. A life 

skills program can introduce retarded people who where formerly 

institutionalized to the way of the new culture and help them 

to successfully adapt. 

A look at the figures for the District of Columbia helps 

to clarify the need for programs such as Life Skills. According 

to the "District of Columbia State Plan for Developmental 

Disabilities Services, 1979" there are approx imately 21,360 
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retarded people in the city. Of these approximately 11,881 

are between the ages of twenty-two and sixty-four and 5,385 

are considered to be substantially disabled. Of the existing 

day training programs in the District, a total of 232 people 

between the ages of 19-64 are served. In addition, there are 

169 mentally retarded residents in that same age range at 

st. Elizabeth's Mental Hospital and 688 at Forest Haven, the 

District institution for retarded people.~/ Of the four 

training programs available to mentally retarded adults in 

the District, three have a strong vocational orientation. The 

Life Skills Center is the only training program for those 

retarded individuals who function at such a level that they are 

unable to work. This lack of services means that large numbers 

of people are idle and lack the stimulation and training that 

can potentially lead them to be more dominant over their own 

lives and thus be more independent and self-sufficient. Life 

skills ~raining offers continued stimulation, an opportunity to 

continue to learn and develop and through this have increased 

independence and self-sufficiency . ... 



PROGRAM DESCRIPTION 

The Life Skills Center, on which the following description 

is based, was established in the District of Columbia in 1974 

as an attempt to assist those retarded adults who had no 

services because, according to the D. C. Department of Vocational 

Rehabilitation, they had little or no vocational potential. The 

program is unique to the District in that it is small and serves 

clients no other programs will accept. 

General Description 

The Life Skills Center is unlike any other program in the 

District of Columbia in that it operates exclusively for the 

training and development of adults who are moderately or 

severely retarded. Many programs in the city only accept clients 

who are twenty-one years old or younger. Those programs which 

do accept adults concentrate_ on those who are more mildly 

retarded or on those who are able to participate in sheltered 

employment. No other program in the city operates with the main 

objective of ·more independence for severely and moderately 

retarded adults. 

In a small home-like setting clients learn self-care, 

domestic, survival and pre-vocational skills. The program is 

deliberately small with twelve clients and three full-time staff 

and , in sharp contrast to the institution, parallels in some 

respects the current home situation of the client or what a 

setting for a . 
community based group home might look like. The 

small setting offers participants an atmosphere that is calm and 
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supportive. The smallness also allows for the concentrated 

individualized attention needed by the clients, while at the 

same time offering a situation conducive to making friends and 

learning social skills. 

The Center is located on a small coromercial street serving 

a residential neighborhood and is open Monday through Friday, 

9:15-4:00 p.m. The stores on the street offer a wide variety 

of experiences which are used daily for training. There are several 

small grocery stores, two drug stores, a hardware store, a bakery, 

several restaurants, two thrift shops, laundromats and a library. 

The location is also ideal for learning independent travel. 

There are many streets to practice crossing and there is access 

to three bus lines and the ·subway. Through a systematic process, 

individualized programs, and repeated exposure to the adult 

world and adult responsibilities, all Life Skills Center 

partici~ants become more independent and self-sufficient and less 

child-llke in their behavior. 

Life Skills Center Curriculum 

Self-care and Personal Adjustment Skills. The first ste p 

toward any independence is to be able to care for one's own body 

a nd one's own living space. In addition, socially acceptable 

behavior and appearance are especially important for a retarde d 

person because without the se skills his or he r r e tardati on is 

more obvious in social and public situations and can create 

barriers to independence. 

as dress, personal hygiene, 

and Publ' ic behavior. 

Therefore, clie nts l e arn skills such 

care of personal spa c e , conversation 
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Domestic Skills. As clients acquire the skills stated 

above, domestic skills are also taught. These include: planning 

and preparation of meals, grocery shopping, washing and drying 

dishes, care of clothing and household cleaning. 

survival Skills. In order to move independently outside 

of home, some survival skills are vital. The training in this 

area includes crossing streets, riding public transportation, 

recognition of public and safety signs and use of the telephone. 

Prevocational Skills. In order to work in either sheltered 

or competitive employment the acquisition of certain skills is 

necessary. The training in this area includes attention span, 

some use of money, clocks and calendars, following directions, 

introduction to work and work rates and organization of work 

space. 

As can be seen, it is difficult to divide the skills neatly 

into areas. The use of money is not only essential to the work 

situation but also to independence outside the home or training 

center. Without the ability to use money it is impossible to 

use public transportation or even to buy a bottle of soda. 

Meal preparation is not only a domestic skill but is the most 

basic skill for survival. Without the ability to find or prepare 

food, a retarded person is totally dependent upon someone else 

for existence. 

Population Served 

The Life Skills Center program is designed to serve twelve 

retarded adults who, 
generally, at the time they enter the program 

are unable to participate in sheltered or competitive employment. 
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some clients, as they acquire new skills, are able to move 

from the program into more advanced training or directly into 

sheltered or compe titive employment. It must be emphasized, 

however, that for some clients the Life Skills Center may be 

a long term or permanent placement. Clients for whom this is 

the case continue to develop new skills and benefit from daily 

stimulation and social contact. 

Center Philosophy 

The philosophy that has and continues to guide the Life 

Skills Center is a firm and essential element of the program. 

It says: 

We at the Life Skills Center believe that all 
people are equal. We respect all human beings 
and believe that each person should be treated 
with dignity. We believe that each life is 
unique . with something to contribute to society 
and the community. Each person, no matter what 
his or her intellectual or physical ability, has 
the right to education, vocation, habitat and 
the pursuit of happiness. 

We acknowledge that each client at the Life Skills 
Center is an adult and that the program is helping 
to prepare them to participate in an adult world. 
We assume that each and every person who participates 
in the program can learn new skills and that each 
person has some preference as to what they learn. 
While one of our goals is to assist each individual 
to achieve his or her max imum potential, we 
acknowledge that the maximum potential is impossible 
to predetermine. 

At the same time, we do not deny the retardation 
of the clients, but help to provide them with 
special skills and aids to help compensate for the 
retar~ation and thereby he more dominant over their 
o~n lives and live a more independent and satisfying 
life as an individual, as a family member and as a 
member of the community .~/ 
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one of the key words in this philosophy is "re.spect." 

To respect is to value the humanity and rights of the other 

person. So often in a training situation the relationship 

between staff members and clients becomes a superior-inferior 

relationship with the authority figures holding all the power 

and making all the decisions. Even when exercised in a "benign" 

fashion for the "good of the client," this kind of relationship 

is nevertheless unbalanced and less respectful if not patronizing. 

The result is that the retarded person is left powerless and 

ultimately, devalued. 

Respect means to acknowledge the abilities which do exist 

and to assist in strengthening these abilities so that each 

person can have some power over the decisions affecting their 

own life. Many retarded people have been so devalued and 

treated with such disrespect that they have never been given an 

opportunity to learn the skills necessary to make even simple 

decisions such as what to wear, what to eat or where to go for 

leisure time. 

Child-like treatment of adults who are retarded is very 

destructive and disrespectful. Holding an adult's hand while 

they cross the street says, "You are a child and cannot do this 

yourself." So does calling a group of clients "children" or 

"boys and girls." Retarded adults are not children nor are they 

less fortunate by virtue of being retarded. To respect a 

retarded individual means the acceptance of that person as an 

equal human being despite and including all limitations and thereby 
setting ·d . 

asi e intellectual capabilities as criteria for equality 
and adulthood. 
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center Goals and Objectives 

center goals and objectives set the direction for the 

program and help to put the philosophy into action. The goals 

of the Life Skills Center in the District of Columbia are: 

a) to enable each client to assert more control over his or 

her own life; and b) to assist each client in achieving his or 

her maximum potential and through this become as self-sufficient 

as possible. To meet these goals the Life Skills Center pursues 

six major objectives: 

1. To increase the level of each client's self-care 

and personal adjustment skills. 

2. To increase the number of appropriate adult behaviors 

exhibited by each clie nt. 

3. To increase the level of each client's domestic and 

survival skills. 

4. To increase each client's ability and motivation to 

act in~~pendently. 

5. To increase the level of each client's prevocational 

skills. 

6. To assist as many clients as possible to gain the skills 

necessary to work in either she ltered or competitive employment. 

Teaching Procedures 

As has been stated several times, the program's goal is 

to assist each . person to be more independent and self-sufficient. 
This gu·t 1 e often involves learning to use money, tell time, and 

read signs, grocery items 
and bus destinations. Life Skills 

clients generally h 
ave a very difficult time with standard 
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academic subjects such as reading and number comprehension, 

as well as adding and subtracting. The Life Skills program 

provides clients with skills and aids that help to compensate 

for that difficulty. If for example, a client does not count, 

add or subtract learning to understand money and its value 

will be extremely difficult if not impossible. Without the 

ability to use money in some fashion, however, independence 

for that person will be limited to the home, training center 

and the sidewalk. The Life Skills approach would be to teach 

that person to purchase specific items not totaling more than 

$1.00. Clients can also learn specific coin combinations and 

what these combinations can purchase. The client does not 

need to know the coin names or their values in order to use 

them without assistance. While this method does not teach the 

client total independent use of money, it does enable the client 

to go into a store alone and purchase something that he or she 

desires·. If a more complicated understanding of money were 

the criterion for independent movement, many Life Skills clients 

could never go into a store unaccompanied. 

Telling time can also be simplified for those clients who 

cannot count or read numbers. Clients can be taught to recognize 

what the clock looks li' ke when 'f' • • • h speci ic activities are to appen. 

Clients who have some number concepts can be taught time on the 
hour and h lf 

a hour along with general concepts of before and 
after. 

The alphabet is seldom taught to a client in the Life Skills 
Program. If 

a client cannot read he or she is taught to recognize 

Public and safety signs some . • . . 
' grocery items, and bus destinations. 
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For e xample, public restrooms most often are labeled by sex. 

Children are often accompanied by a parent through the correct 

door. Adults are not. The retarded adult who cannot choose 

the correct restroom in public is devalued and child-like. 

Life Skills clients learn to recognize several signs such 

as "Women" and "Men." If a female client is presented with 

a sign "Women" and responds "ladies bathroom", the answer is 

correct. She does not need to know exactly what the sign says. 

she only needs to know that she can go into and use a restroom 

with "Women" on the door. Indeed, knowing that the sign say s 

"Women" means little if the client does not know that it means 

"You can use this restroom." 

Each client is an individual with different needs and 

abilities. These are taken into account when goals and objectives 

are set for each client. How a skill is taught also depends upon 

the individual client. When a client has had little or no 

previous exposure to a particular skill, it is often beneficial 

to teach the skill with a systematic step-by-step process. 

Shoe-tieing, ' for example, can be divided into at least twenty 

steps. The client masters each step before moving on to the 

next. When all steps are mastered the client is able to tie 

shoes. 

Other times, whi'le t'l s 1 1 teaching in a consistent manner, 
it may not be 

necessary to use intricate steps but to use stages 

of complexity as guidelines for teaching. For example, the first 
stage of complexity 

for meal preparation is making a simple 
sandwich; the second . 

, pairing the sandwich with something such 
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as fruit or yogert to make a simple meal. The most compl ex 

stage would be preparing several meals using a variety of 

ingredients and utensils . . 

staff designed checklists are used to evaluate each 

client's skill level within the Life Skills curriculum. 

These che c k lists are also used to evaluate monthly client 

progress and to assist the staff in setting long and short 

term objectives for each client. These obj e ctives are 

re-evaluated quarterly in consultation with the clients and 

their families. (See Appendix B for checklists.) 

Co-ordination 

The Life Skills Center has a staff of three full-time 

people and one part-time person who plan and carry out the 

program. In addition, volunteers are used whenever possible to 

assist in teaching activ ities. Professionals are available for 

consult~tion from the fields of social work, law, psychology 

and nutrition. 

The executive director administers the program as well as 

teaches at least three hours a d ay . The executive director is 

also responsible for supervising the staff in setting objectives 

and d • • esigning training programs, grantsmanship, administration 

of the budget, • • supervision of staffing and client selection and 

representation of the program within the community. The 

executive director is 
also responsible for preparing and presenting 

regular reports to h 
t e Board of Directors and serves on all Board 

COlllmittees. 
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The teacher sets goals and objectives for each client, 

as well as training the clients in life skill areas. The 

teacher is also responsible for developing a rapport with the 

client families and making regular reports to the executive 

director and to the parents or guardians on the progress of 

each client. The teacher is a non-voting member of the Board 

of Directors and gives a "teacher report" at monthly Board 

meetings. 

Two teacher assistants work in teaching of life skills and 

develop teaching programs and materials as designated by the 

teacher. (See Appendix C for "Life Skills Center Responsibilities 

to Staff Members" and the "Life Skills Center Philosophy of 

Teaching" and Appendix D for job descriptions.) 

In addition to the staff who see to the daily activities 

of the Center, there is a seventeen member Board of Directors 

who meet monthly. The Board is responsible for policy making, 

fund raising, setting of fees and salaries, and expansion 

decisions. 

Facility Description 

All of the skills taught at the Life Skills Center are 

difficult to teach within the context of an ordinary classroom. 

Therefore, the Center is set up to provide an environment in 

Which key k'll 
s 1 scan be learned in a realistic setting. The 

Center is h 
orne-like with a kitchen, living room, workroom, and 

storeroom/office. 
The kitchen could be found in a home. It is 

not large or institutional but has a standard stove, refrigerator, 
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counter and sink. Daily lunch is prepared and served in the 

kitchen. Once a week clients plan menus, make a grocery list 

and go to the grocery store with a teacher to restock the 

cupboards. The living room is used to talk, listen to records 

and relax. It is an ordinary living room with a rug that needs 

to be vacuumed and furniture that needs to be dusted. The 

bathroom has a toilet, sink and tub and like bathrooms found 

in homes needs to be cleaned regularly. The workroom is the 

only area that makes the space obviously not an apartment. 

This room is used for pre-vocational training and contains 

large tables and shelves. (See Appendix E for Floor Plan.) 

It is important that the skills be learned in a realistic 

setting; for some skills that can only be done outside the 

Center and within the community. Use of money is taught by 

making real purchases in neighborhood stores as well as structured 

training within the Center. Travel training is taught by l earning 

to cross real streets of various complexity . Recognizing public 

signs is taught at the Center and reinforced by excursions out 

into the community to, for example, find and use the correct 

Public restroom. 

Entry Criteria 

In setting up entry criteria for clients, a program must 

consider for whom it i·s 
designed to serve and the capabilities 

of the program. 
People who are mentally retarded have a wide 

range of needs and abilities. 
This is especially t rue for 

retarded adults, many 
of whom have never received any kind of 

Sometimes th training. 
ere are additional disabtlities such as 
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cerebral palsy, epilepsy, or vision and hearing impairments. 

The design of the Life Skills program is to be very small both 

in size and in budget. This does limit the number of available 

support services and can therefore place some limits on who can 

be accepted into the program. 

The following are suggested entry criteria: 

1. Clients must be twenty-one years of age or older. 

The program is designed to serve adults. All jurisdictions are 

now required to provide free and appropriate education to school 

age children. That responsibility must be taken by the state. 

The Life Skills program exists to help fill the services gap 

after school age. 

2. Clients must be seizure controlled. No medical 

personnel are available on a regular basis at the Center. Clients 

who have uncontrolled seizures could be placed in jeopardy without 

this additional support. In addition, such a client places an 

unfair responsibility on the teachers. 

3. Clients must have basic self-help skills: feed self, 

dress self (except for choice of clothing and closures) and be 

at least on a schedule for toileting (no more than once every 

two hours. Th' • is criterion exists for two reasons. First, it is 

queat ionable as to whether clients who do not have the very basic 

self-help skills can benefit from the Life Skills curriculum. 

Second, even though 
the staff to client ratio is good, clients 

taught to go to the bathroom or feed themselves, 
Who need to be 

require a kind 
of individualized attention not available at the 

Center. 



- 24 -

4. Clients must function at such a level that sheltered 

or competitive employment are not indicated at the time of 

entry into the program. The Life Skills Center is set up to 

serve a specific group of retarded adults -- those who are unable 

to work. Vocational Rehabilitation Legislation requires ~he 

state agency that administers vocational rehabilitation services 

to provide vocational training for those who have some vocational 

potential. This agency in each state must take that responsibility. 

The Life Skills Center exists to assist those retarded adults 

who are unable to work. 

5. Clients must not be so violent as to potentially harm 

themselves, other clients or staff members. This is a question 

of program capabilities and the number of staff people available 

to deal with violent behavior. Such behavior often jeopardizes 

the training and safety of other clients. 
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Calvin and I come in and go upstairs. Over coffee, I 

slowly try to find out if he is to work today. If Calvin is 

confronted too quickly he is unable to speak. A call to his 

boss yields nothing. Apparently the work crew has already gone 

to the site . Calvin helps to renovate old houses b y tearing 

out walls and carrying out the plaster. His skills are not 

needed for the whole renovation job so he works part-time. 

Calvin did not know where the crew was working so he would 

spend the day at the Center. 

The two other staff people soon arrive. Joyce, the teacher, 

is a very calm quiet person. This is her second year teaching. 

She raised her family and went back to school. It has been so 

good working with her and watching her become more and more 

competent. Roslyn, the teacher assistant, is new to the program, 

but Joyce and I are impressed by the ease with which she interacts 

with the clients. 

The three of us have a quick discussion of how we will 

handle the day. We will continue to tell John that he should 

leave the room and be by himself when he feels mean. Karl will 

walk as usual to shop with the other clients. He will come back 

the ten blocks alone on the bus. I will walk with Toni to the 

bus stop at the end of the day. Waiting at the stop and 

getting on the correct bus are the two things that worry Toni 

the most. I will assist her only if she really needs it, however. 

9:15 A.M. 

We hear the clients coming up the stai rs. Toni is the first 

one up and heads straight for the bathroom closing the door with 
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a slam. Almost everyone else has something to say. Richard 

tells Roslyn that he went to the movies last night with his 

sister. Paula teases me about my blue jeans telling me she 

thought I would wear a dress today. John threatens Karl for 

"laughing" at him. Joyce suggests that perhaps if he is 

feeling mean he should sit alone in the living room for a while. 

Each of us tells the group surrounding us that we can talk as 

soon as everyone is seated in the kitche n. We ignore Toni in 

the bathroom. 

I retreat to my de sk for a quick half hour to make phone 

calls. Joyce and Roslyn join the group in the kitchen to 

finish started conversations and to make cooking and clean up 

assignments. Today is Monday so there is also a discussion 

about who will cook this week and what groceries are nee ded from 

the store. Anne insists that she never gets to cook ~nd tha t 

she wants to make meatloaf. Patiently, Joyce explains that 

Anne does get to cook and that it will be her turn on Thursday, 

but that for now it is important that she be able to make a 

sandwich so that she can fix her own lunch at home. 

The morning progresses with John continuing to threaten t he 

0thers and himse l f . Toni moves from the bathr oom to the storeroom 

When Richard tells her he needs to use the bathroom and that she 

has no bu • . . siness stay ing in the r e so long. 

We f' d in a rather vulgar note taped to the bathroom mirror 

(Toni is the 
only client who can read or wri te) telling us t hat 

she hates us and 
this school. Joyce responds by t e lling Toni 

through the door that she will talk a bout the note and Toni's 
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feelings if Toni will join her in the kitchen. Soon Toni 

appears and tells Joyce that she wants to go to another school 

so that she can learn some other things. Joyce explains that 

we have talked about it before and that Toni is ready to go to 

another program so that she can learn some skills for a job, 

but that unless she learns to ride the bus she will not be able 

to get to any new program because they don't provide transportation 

as we do. Joyce also talks with Toni about locking herself in 

the bathroom. It is not an appropriate way of telling people 

how she feels. Toni agrees to try the bus today after school. 

Noon: 

Gary and Pauline prepared lunch with Roslyn's assistance. 

We are having turkey sandwiches, salad and fruit. Gary is a 

good salad maker, chopping the vegetables into the smallest 

possible pieces while talking to himself. Pauline carefully 

prepare~ each sandwich setting the finished product on the 

plates on the table. When each plate has a sandwich she knows 

she has made _enough. 

"Lunch time, people," Gary announces to the group assembled 

in the workroom. They are learning to dial the telephone. He 

crosses the hall to the living room and repeats the announcement 

to the group learning to write their names. 

for Toni and Claire to come to the table. 

As usual we wait 

Richard impatiently 
says "Bl ess this food. Let's eat. It makes no sense to wait, 
it tnakes no sense." 

John's occasi·onal h treats make lunch more subdued than 
\laua1. 

Karl is the first one finished. As he takes his plate 
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to the sink and heads for the living room to play records 

Anne reminds him that they have the dishes today. I watch to 

see if he goes in the bathroom. For several years Karl would 

use no bathroom but his own at home. We finally got him to the 

point where he would use the one at the Center after lunch but 

he always needed to be reminded. Sometimes he was reminded 

very loudly by all the clients as he left the kitchen. Today 

he goes in without a word and emerges with a smile giving me 

the "ok" sign as he heads to the record player. 

Richard, talking steadily about how everyone talks too much, 

goes from room to room collecting the trash. Paula, his 

girlfriend, helps him with this daily chore. She patiently puts 

new trash bags in the waste baskets while Richard tells her to 

hurry up and to stop talking so much. She rolls her eyes, but 

does not say anything to Richard. Their relationship is important 

to both of them and has lasted for four years. Paula would do 

everything for Richard and he would let her. They both need 

reminders that they need to learn to do things for themselves. 

Karl and Anne start on the dishes. Roslyn supervises 

because while Karl washes well, he forgets to rinse. Anne is 

very unsteady on her feet and sometimes ends up on the floor. 

Because of this we get nervous when she drys the dishes and 

eliminate kni·ves and glass from her • • chores rather than eliminate 
the chore altogether. 

She and K 1 ar tease each other while they work. 
learned that 

We have 

this is a form of communication for our clients. 
Con'7ersat· 

ion, as people with "normal communication" skills know it, 
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is very complicated and difficult. While the clients do talk 

to each other, the teasing comes easily and flows without 

hesitation or hard feelings. 

1:30 P.M. 

Joyce leaves with four clients to do the weekly grocery 

shopping. Karl is excited about the return bus ride. He has 

his bus fare, identification card and a card with the bus name 

and number stored carefully in his coat pocket. 

Roslyn takes a group into the living room to clean and 

vacuum. I work with three others on tying shoes. John joins 

my group. Even though he can tie his shoes it is best if he is 

not in the same room with Richard who spares no words when 

telling John to stop his mean talk. 

3:00 P.M. 

Karl returns from the grocery store triumphant. He did it! 

He rode ~the bus alone. Cheers and pats on the back come from 

everyone. Karl's life as a totally dependent person is over. 

Toni eyes him from across the room. I hope she is thinking that 

she can do it if Karl can do it. 

Joyce and the others soon return adding more cheers for 

Rarl. 
As the shoppers put away the groceries, Claire brings the 

Prize Purchase 

broom ana d Ust 

into the workroom to show the rest of us -- a new 

pan. They are admired and put carefully into the 
Closet. 

In the workroom we are putting away our collating and 
"111 soon join 

the others in the kitchen for a coffee break. 
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3:45 P . M. 

The bus arrives to take people home. It is early. No 

complaints will be heard from us today. Joyce, Roslyn and I 

breath a sigh of relief that John made it through the day 

without exp l oding. Maybe this time he will make it without 

having to go into the hospital. 

Calvin helps us lock up and dashes to catch his bus 

wishing Toni luck as he goes. Toni is ready, bus fare in hand . 

As we walk to the bus stop we tal k over the things she needs 

to remember . 

Toni waits with the crowd at the stop while I stand some 

distance away . We have ridde n this bus together many times . 

I know she can do it alone . The bus comes and Toni is the first 

one on taking the seat behind the driver . 

bus drives away. 

• .,; 

She waves and the 



HOW TO START A LIFE SKILLS CENTER 

The logistics of setting up a Life Skills Center, or any 

new program, can baffle almost anyone no matter how good their 

intentions. Wading through the bureaucracy to find out about 

incorporation, occupancy permits, and tax exempt applications 

takes time, patience and sometimes good old aggression. This 

chapter is intended to help those people who have never gone 

through this process before by explaining some important elements 

involved in incorporating, applying for tax exempt status, 

budgeting and fund raising, as well as how to organize a Board 

of Directors. This chapter will also give some suggestions as 

to how to set up the space for the center. 

Getting Started 

When considering opening a new program unrelated to existing 

programs, the first thing to consider is the commitment of the 

organizers. It will take several years to establish a solid 

organization and this will happen only if the people involved 

are willing t o put in a lot of time and energy over several years. 

One of the unique aspects of a life skills program is its 

dependence upon human skills and energy, therefore, it is 

important that the people involved are willing to give of their 

time and skills. 

Once a firm commitment has been made by the initial organizers 

the next 
step is to get other people involved by talking with 

friends 
'People in the business community, attorneys, money 

llanagers f 
' una raisers, members of the church community and people 

- 32 -
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knowledgeable about federal and state legislation as it 

relates to mentally retarded people. People with a variety 

of skills should be encouraged to participate in the developme nt 

of the program. Once a group of interested people has evolved 

time for d i scussion is essential to help clarify what the 

program is to be, who it is for and how it fits into the 

s pectrum of existing city services for mentally retarded p e ople . 

It is also necessary to find out what kind of programs operate 

within the jurisdiction. This can be done by talking with 

mental retardation professionals. Even more importantly , 

par e nt s of retarded adults should be consulted to find out 

what kind of services they feel are lacking. As the group 

discussions progress and as the spectrum of city services is 

clarified, a description of the new program should be written, 

program goals and objectives defined and a name decided upon. 

The next step is to make the program a legal entity. 

Incorporation 

Incorporation is a relatively painless step if the assistance 

of an attorney is available. The attorney will write the Article s 

of Incorporation which give a name to the organization, state 

its purpose and how it will be governe d, as we ll as name the 

initial Board of Direct ors. The article s for non-profit 

organ · i.zations mus t comply with the state "Non-profit Corporation 

Act" . 
Whi.ch me ans that the language and form used in the _articles 

are important. The District of Columbia Life Skills Center, for 

eltatnple, had to submit the articles twice because the t e rm "Boa rd 
Of 'l' rustees" was use d instead of "Board o f Diree:t ors." 

I I 
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If the help of an attorney is not available, copies of 

the Articles of Incorporation from other mental retardation 

programs can be used as guidelines. (See Appendix F.) A 

visit or a call to the Office of the Recorder of Deeds can 

also yield information as to how to write the articles. 

Once the papers are written they are filed with the state 

Office of the Recorder of Deeds and a small fee is paid. If 

everything is in order a Certificate of Incorporation and an 

official date of incorporation will be issued. 

Bylaws 

The bylaws are the specific rules by which the corporation 

is governed. It is possible to have an attorney write them, 

but it is helpful for the corporation to decide by what rules 

it will abide. Language is not as crucial to the bylaws as it 

was to the Articles of Incorporation. The two essential ele ments 

of the ~ylaws are a policy of non-discrimination and assurances 

that a small part of the Board of Directors cannot make decisions 

without the rest of the group knowing. In addition, the bylaws 

should include: minimum Board size, Board responsibilities, 

number of me mbers required for a quorum, kinds of decisions 

~hich require a quorum, kinds of decisions which require a 

Bl.lllple majority of those present, when and for what term length 
Off' leers are elected, officer responsibilities and h ow amendme nts 

to the bylaws are made (See Appendix G). Once the bylaws are 
lrritte 

n and approved at an official Board meeting, they should 
bes· 

lgned and dated by a principal Board officer. Minutes of the 

._ting should 
be kept to show that the bylaws were approved. 
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Federal Tax Exempt Status 

Once the Articles of Incorporation and the bylaws are 

complete, the next step is to apply for tax exempt status. 

This is a complicated but necessary process. Once an organization 

has recognition of exemption under section 50l(c) (3) of the 

Internal Revenue Code, individuals and other private funding 

sources can give tax deductible donations to the program. 

Funding sources such as foundations and United Way will not 

consider giving funds to an organization that is not tax exempt. 

An instruction booklet "Application for Recognition of 

Exemption" and application from 1023 are available from the 

Department of the Treasury Internal Revenue Service. It is 

advisable to also request form SS-4 which is an application for 

an Employer Identification Number. Submit this application with 

form 1023. 

In the back of the instruction booklet there is a very 

long list of activities from which to choose three which best 

describe the applying organization. The activities chosen 

determine which sections of the application to fill out. There 

are no activities which describe a Life Skills Center very well. 

'lhe Internal Revenue, however, determined that the District of 

ColUinb· . 
la L1.fe Skills Center fit into the category of "special 

11Ch001 f 
or the blind, handicapped, etc. (013) ." The key word 

la 8Choo1. 
As a result of this determination extra information 

submitted. This information is to assure the Internal 

that the program does d • • • • t not 1scr1.m1nate agains anyone. 
lnformat· 

ion includes: 
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