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Are You Living and Aging with a
Developmental Disability?
By Maureen Arcand
I am a person with a Developmental Disability. My disability is from Cerebral Palsy (CP). I am
over 70 years old. When I was in my 50’s, what I could do changed. I couldn't walk as far and
as fast, I fell more often, and I had pain in my neck from arthritis. When I went to the doctor, he
said I was getting older. No one could tell me much, because before that, people with CP had
died before they were 50 years old. I knew then that I would have to find the answers for myself,
and that I would share those answers with other people with disabilities. That is what I'm doing
now.

As people with Developmental Disabilities, including most forms of Mental Retardation (MR),
Cerebral Palsy (CP), and Epilepsy, we have always known our disabilities would be part of our
whole lives. If we are now over 50 years old, we didn't think we would live to be that old. We
are pioneers, because we are the first people with these kinds of disabilities to live long enough to
wonder about getting older. Now many of us are 50, 60, 70, and even older. Here are some
things we need to know.

It is important to know that our disabilities make a difference in how we age. We are all different,
so what happens to us will be different and may happen at different times. Knowing what to
watch for can help us understand what is happening. What kind of disability we have makes a
big difference. We know now that there are different kinds of Mental Retardation. Autism and
Down Syndrome are two kinds, and there are other syndromes. If you have Down Syndrome,

you may begin to age in your 40’s, but if you have another kind of MR you may be in your 50’s
before you feel changes in what you can do.

Some of us with Cerebral Palsy may begin to feel tired and not be able to do as much as before,
when we are around 35 years old. Sometimes it is a good idea for us not to use all our energy to
walk. Using a wheelchair to get around may mean we have more energy to do other things.

Living longer should be a good thing---something to be proud of. Not only are we living longer
than people with DD ever did before, but we have had more chances to live in the community, to
have jobs, to have friends, and do things we like to do. We can keep doing these things even
when we get older. We should not be afraid of getting older. Knowing that we can get older
should help us take better care of ourselves. It's important that we tell people close to us when
we feel changes in how we feel and what we can do.

The answers on the next two pages should help you as you live the years ahead of you. I have
put the information in simple terms to show you what might happen. Some of it is what I have
learned myself and some is from what other people learned from talking to people with
disabilities like ours. Use them to help you enjoy your life.
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If you have Mental Retardation, Autism, Down Syndrome, Cerebral Palsy (CP), Epilepsy, or any
combination of those, you have a Developmental Disability (DD). Throughout life, everyone
gets older, and if they live long enough, they will experience the aging process. All people are
living longer than they used to, and so are people with all kinds of disabilities. Living longer
should be a good thing. People with DD have lived with our disabilities all our lives, and know
that in some ways our lives have been different than other people’s. For the first time, we have to
ask if what happens to us when we get older will be different than what happens to other people.

RESEARCH
For about 15 years, people who cared about us have been studying these questions, and have
found out some things which can help us.

They have found out that the changes that happen to all people when they are over 50 begin to
happen to people with DD earlier---sometimes in their 40's. These changes often happen to
people with Down Syndrome even earlier.

Here are some of those changes:
1. We get tired easier and quicker.
2. We don’t see and hear as well.
3. Walking may be harder work.
4. We may lose our balance easier and fall.
5. We may have to go to the bathroom more often.
6. We may have more trouble remembering things and figuring
things out.

For some of us, the changes begin in our 40’s, which is earlier than for people without
disabilities.
Here are some ways these changes may be different because our disabilities are different:

1. People with CP notice changes in all parts of the body which have been affected by
the CP, such as walking, talking, breathing, swallowing, and bowel and bladder
control.
2. Changes happen to people with Down Syndrome earlier.
3. People with CP may have Arthritis in their 30’s.

Here are some ways we are like people without disabilities:
1. We are living longer than people ever have before.
2. People with DD can have the same health problems that happen to all older people,
such as Heart Disease, Diabetes, and Arthritis.
3. Many people with mental retardation are overweight, especially women. This adds to
their health problems.

What should we be doing to make our lives easier and healthier as we get older?
1. We should be exercising as much as we can. Walking, swimming, and exercise
classes are all good ways.
2. We should eat food that is good for us, like fruits and vegetables instead of fast foods
and sweets. This helps us lose weight.
3. We should take care of our teeth.
4. We should tell someone if we’re feeling stressed out or sick.

IT IS IMPORTANT TO KNOW OUR OWN BODIES, SO THAT WE KNOW WHEN
SOMETHING CHANGES.

