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TRAINING

FOR TODAY

byVirtue
of AgtnndNotIntellect,
PartL
AnAdultisDetermined

Seldomdo topics on which I
train evoke the degreeof
controversy,defensiveness/
hostility and outrage as issues
dealingwith age appropriateness.Yes,the debatecontinues,
evenafter all theseyearsin which
so many of us have-fervently
proselytizedthe importanceof
relating to individuals as adults,
irrespectiveof their capabilities.
Many professionalsand
paraprofessionals,
sincerely
professa view point and
philosophy in opposition with
contemporarythinking on the
subject.Having trained many
thousandsof individuals on this
topic,I find it remarkablethat
thoseopposing the contemporary
position do so unrelated to their
age,yearsof experiencein the
field, position held or extent of
formal training.
When I introduce the topic of
"age appropriateness,"I preface
the training with a considerable
amount of self-disclosure.It

proveshelpful in the training
processto sharewith the learners
that I too have struggledwith this
topic.I emphasizethat over the
last twentv-five vearsI have
experienceda number of
philosophicalmetamorphoses
prompted and facilitatedby my
life experiencesand contactswith
professionalcolleagues.
I clearly
acknowledge,
during my opening
remarks,that they too may be
growing in their thinking and
beliefson this topic. I indicateit is
not my intent to imposemy
ideologyon them,but rather
causethem to questionand
analyzetheir position and manner
of relating to the personswhom
they serve.
Thereare nine issuesthat
training for TODAY should
addressrelativeto the topic of age
appropriateness.I have found it
more effectiveto teachthe topics
in the order presentedherein,in
that they logically and
sequentiallylead (hopefully)to

the conclusionthat "an adult is
determinedby virtue of age and
not intellect."
1. THE OFFENDING
APPENDAGEThe hand is a
marvelousinstrument when used
appropriately.So often,because
of our perceptionof people with
mental retardatiofl as being child
like" the way in which we use
them servesas a reflectionof our
attitude.There is in our societya
distinctive differencein the way
in which we touch children versus
adults.
In our interactionswith
children,we affectionatelyand
probably appropriately (I attempt
not to stand in judgment) express
our emotionsby patting children
on the head, stroking their cheek
(especiallybabies)and tickling
their sides.The socialrules under
which touching occursare
influencedbv manv factors,
including th6 age and sex of the
child, as well as our role or
relationshipto the child.

Unfortunately however, there
appearsto be (for somepersons)
another set of rules regarding the
way in which they touch men and
women with mental retardation.
Theserules are distinctivelv
different from the normative
expectationsrelative to how we
touch adults of the sameage,but
of greaterintellect. In our
training for TODAY, we must
sensitizeour staff to never use
their hand "as an offending
appendage."
I dramatize the inappropriate
touching by going over to the
most dignified and well kept
individual in the group and pat
them on the head and pinch their
cheek.You can picture the
responsefrom the group, they see
my behavior as obviously
inappropriate and demeaning.I
then ask the subjectof my
attentionhow my touching them
in that way made them feel;their
responsesrange from angry to
uncomfortable.
It should alsobe emphasized
that we as staff are significantrole
models for the individuals we
serve.In the past, I so often
questionedwhy I observed
personswith mental retardation
touching even strangersin such
inappropriate ways; the answer to
a great extent is found in the role
models who so significantly
influenced their behavior.
2,ITEMS EMBLAZONED
WITH CHILD LIKE IMAGERY.
In training, I strongly and forcibly
expressthe pain and disgust I feel
when visiting a home and observe
men and women my agewith
"Playskool" wooden puzzlesor
an infant's Busy Box. I do not
attackthe importance of having
fun by possessingitems in one's
life that give one joy, quite the
opposite!As we discussedin
Universal Enhancement(page11
of the November LINKS), it is
essentialthat people have many
things of value in their lives.
When items in one's life, however,
are normallv associatedwith
childrengreat damagecan result

to the individual's dignity.l-he
presenceof thoseageinappropriate items serveas
discriminativestimuli, they tend
to illicit from thosepresent,age
inappropriateresponsestoward
the user.
I citeas an examplein my
traininghow we would likely
respondif the fire alarmwere to go
off in the room in which we are
training. Everyoneacknowledges
that we havebeen"conditioned"to
immediatelyleavethe areaand exit
for safetywhen we hear a fire
alarm.Men and womenwhoseskill
may reflectthat of
and competence
more
likely
to be treated
a child are
aschildrenif they aresurrounded
by the artifactsthat would normally
be usedby a child.
The resolution to this problem
is not found by taking things
away from people,that is a far too
simplistic and an insensitive
alternative.We must apply our
creativeenergiesand assist
individualsto selectalternative
itemsthat will enhancetheir
dignity and evokeage
appropriateinteractionswith
others.
So often I am askedthe
"Is it
question(metaphorically),
ok if Larry plays with a puzzle?"
The issueis not whetherLarry has
apuzzle, but rather for whom that
puzzle was intended.Is it a
puzzle "emblazoned"with words
and imagerythat identifiesit as
an item to be usedby a child?
Many adultsplay with
puzzles-I do. The puzzlel am
currently working on however is
a 500piecejigsaw puzzleof a
colorfulbubblegum machine.
Few of the men and women I
servewho are challengedby a
child's five piece puzzle would be
interestedin or capableof putting
togethera 500piecejigsaw
puzzle.Thus we must train staff
to developalternativeoptions
from which the individual can
select.
In this instancepurchasinga
vinyl placemat with a pictureof a
preferredobject(i.e.,flowers,cars,

airplane,etc.)can be modified
into an idealpuzzle. Merely draw
two lines on the back side of the
place mat dividing the surface
into three sections.Using a pen
knife or razor blade cut the place
mat into three (or desired number
of sections)following the lines
that were drawn. As the
individual gains skill in putting
the puzzle together,additional
lines can be drawn and further
piecescut.
In training staff to tap their creative talentsin identifying more
age appropriate items to be used
in preferredactivities,Iwill
frequently ask staff to challenge
me and pose a situation in which
an individual usesan age
inappropriate item. An item
frequently posed are childrens'
coloringbooks.
Here the alternativeitem for
the preferred activity (drawing) is
a three ring notebook binder with
a labelon the cover titled:
George's(whoever)SketchPad.
The notebookcan contain either
designsdrawn by staff to be
completedby the individual or
photo-copiedpagesfrom a
coloringbook. In lieu of childrens'
crayons,non toxic, washablefelt
tip markerscanbe provided.
Again, the point of the exercise
is to recognizethat many
alternativeitems that are age
appropriatecan be presentedto
the individual to minimize and
avoid the stigmatizing effectof
childrens'items.
The importanceof age
appropriateitems, activitiesand
staffinteractionscannotbe over
emphasized.Given the lack of
observedsuccessof many
residentialprograms throughout
the Nation in meetinga reasonable
standard in this area,it is essential
that this column comprehensively
addressthe issue.Thus this is the
first in a seriesof articleson this
topic that will provide the reader
with an array of strategiesto
enhancethe quality of staff
training on the subject.

