
Finally, A Life in the Community! 

 
On a rainy morning, the movie, “Heidi,” plays on the television in the living room of a 
group home. Two women watch. Garlands of orange artificial flowers and autumn-themed 
figures of straw and cloth decorate the windows and walls. Natural light floods the space, 
which is open and welcoming and clean. One of the women is Nilda, and this is her new 
home. 
 
Nilda had been placed at Southbury Training School in 1970, when she was in her early 
twenties and a doctor advised the placement. Until then, she had lived with family 
members. Her family, constrained by distance and circumstances, rarely saw her. Also 
constrained was Nilda’s institutionalized life, which lacked privacy, enrichment and 
choice. Even in 2014, she shared a room with three other women. 
 
In March, 2012, an advocate was assigned to work with Nilda and her family. The goal? 
To find a placement for Nilda in advance of what the family was told would be Southbury’s 
eventual closing. The parents worried at first: Would she be safe? Would she adjust after 
spending most of her adulthood in an institution? “This would be a new beginning,” the 

advocate said. “I understood their fears.” The advocate spoke their 
language and shared their culture, enabling her to develop a 
relationship based on shared identity. (Her relationship with Nilda 
flourished, too, based not only on the advocate’s warmth and cultural 
affinity, but on Nilda’s delight that they were both wearing red nail 
polish at their first meeting!) 
 
Once the family and Nilda agreed, the 
advocate shepherded the transitional 
planning, in the process educating both 
Southbury and group home staff on the 

cultural components of some of Nilda’s behavior. Previously, for 
example, Nilda had been labelled physically and verbally 
aggressive when, in fact, her physicality and the pitch of her 
voice were often just culturally expressive. 
 
The manager at Nilda’s new home says that the adjustment period was remarkably swift 
and smooth. To ease the transition, Nilda visited the group home several times over the 
course of six weeks, sharing meals and enjoying overnights. After she moved in, staff 
members worked to relieve her of some of the habits and anxieties that had been 
generated by institutionalization. She used to take the jewelry and hair ornaments of 
others; now that she has her own special items, she no longer takes them from other 
rooms. She is learning to differentiate between friends and strangers, both in terms of 
offering affection and taking basic security measures. She is less likely to layer clothes – 
sometimes six articles at a time – because she has learned that her clothing will no longer 
disappear. Nilda’s family, says the manager, “is flabbergasted at how much the group 

“the adjustment 
period was 

remarkably swift 
and smooth” 



home will work with them,” providing transportation for routine visits and holidays. Nilda, 
recently met a much younger brother for the very first time. 
 
Nilda’s bedroom – hers alone – has a bed covered in a brightly patterned comforter; it is 
meticulously made, the result of her own daily effort. Inside the room are decorative items 
on the wall; a closet; a CD player; a TV; and a bureau filled with 
clothes and personal items, including the many self-made art 
pieces that Nilda, left to her own devices, would never recycle, 
give as gifts, or throw away. On the bed, leaning against the 
pillows, are two dolls, carefully dressed. The house manager 
playfully lies on the bed, resting against them; in response, Nilda 
promptly and with good humor pulls the manager off the bed and 
adjusts the hat on one of the dolls. Just so. 
 
As part of her day program, Nilda works twice a week at Chili’s, 
rolling silverware in napkins in preparation for tables. Once a 
week, she volunteers at a nature center, watering the plants. 
Twice a week, she participates in music appreciation events, singing, dancing and trying 
out instruments. At home, one of her chores, enthusiastically embraced, is to fold her 
laundry, which she does every morning. She strings beads into necklaces. She 
participates in the daily dance parties at the house. She is eager to help staff members 
with household jobs.  
 
On the TV, a monkey is causing major shenanigans, leaping from a chandelier and 
irritating the villain in the story. Nilda and her friend dissolve into laughter at the slapstick. 
Two women, completely attuned to the nuances of human emotion, enjoying a movie at 
home on a rainy day. 
 
 


