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Community living

Living in the same places as people 
without disabilities.

Institutions

Places where a lot of disabled people live. 
People living in  institutions usually did 
not decide to live there. They were usually  
put there by someone else. The HCBS rule 
says a place is an institution if it has space 
for 16 or more people with disabilities to 
live there.
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Olmstead Decision

A decision the Supreme Court made. It 
says people with disabilities have a right to 
live in the community.

Supreme Court

The U.S. court that has the final say on 
how laws work.
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Part I: Community Living 

What is community living?

People with disabilities don’t want to live in 
separate places built for us.

We want to live with everyone else!

Community living means living in the 
same places as people without disabilities.

A community can be a neighborhood, 
town, or city.
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It can be any place where disabled and 
non-disabled people live together.

Community living means getting to make 
our own choices about our lives.

We can choose things like:

	• Where we go to work or school

	• How we spend our free time 
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	• What we want to eat

	• How we decorate our room

	• Who we make friends with

	• Who helps take care of us if we need 
help
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What is an institution? 

Some disabled people don’t live in their 
communities. They live in institutions 
instead.

Institutions are places where a lot of 
disabled people live. 

People in institutions usually did not 
decide to live there. 

They were put there by someone else. 
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Institutions are not run by the people 
living there. 

Institutions are run by the people who 
work there. 

People living in institutions usually can’t 
leave when they want to. 

They usually can’t spend their free time 
how they want to.
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Other people get to make choices about 
how they live their lives.

Institutions are bad for everyone. 

Nobody wants or needs to live in an 
institution!

When someone lives in an institution, it is 
much harder to use their rights.
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When someone lives in their community, it 
is much easier to use their rights.
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ASAN thinks many different places can be 
institutions. 

But the HCBS Rule has a much smaller 
definition of institutions. 

The HCBS Rule says that institutions are 
places that have space for 16 or more 
people with disabilities to live. 

In this toolkit, when we say “institution,” 
we mean places that the HCBS Rule says 
are institutions.
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There are a lot of wrong ideas about 
institutions and people with disabilities. 

Here are the facts about institutions.

You can tell people the truth about 
institutions.
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#1: Institutions are never good 
for people with disabilities. 

Some institutions look ugly on the outside 
and inside. 

They are big buildings with too many 
people in them. 

They do not give people who live there 
much to do. 

People there might get sick a lot.
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Other institutions look pretty on the 
outside and inside. 

They look like college campuses, farms, 
apartments, or regular houses. 

They give people who live there a lot of 
things to do. 

People there get sick less.

Both kinds of institutions are bad. 
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Both kinds of institutions keep people with 
disabilities away from our community. 

Both kinds of institutions take away 
choices from people with disabilities. 

Both kinds of institutions hurt people with 
disabilities.
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#2:  Nobody needs to live in 
institutions. Everyone can live in 
the community! 

People with disabilities have different 
support needs. 

Some people might need more support 
than others.

Some people say that people with high 
support needs have to live in institutions.

They say that only people with low support 
needs can live in the community. 
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People with high support needs can live in 
the community. 

In 1999, two women living in an institution 
went to the Supreme Court. 

Their names were Lois Curtis and Elaine 
Wilson.

They said that they had the right to live in 
the community.
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The Supreme Court has the final say on 
how laws work.

The Supreme Court said that the women 
were right.

This was called the Olmstead Decision.

Lois and Elaine had intellectual disabilities. 
They had high support needs.

They did just fine living in the community!
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#3: Everyone can make choices! 

Some people say that people who can’t 
make choices need to live in institutions.

But everyone can make choices. So 
nobody needs to live in an institution.

Some people might have a harder time 
showing other people what they want. 

	• They might not be able to speak. 

	• They might take longer to answer a 
question. 
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• They might need tools like an iPad or 
letterboard. 

	• They might not use words. They 
might show what their choices are 
with their actions.

This does not mean they can’t make 
choices. 

It means we need to take more time to 
find out what their choices are. 
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All of these ideas about why we need 
institutions are not true. . 

We should work so that nobody has to live 
in an institution. 
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The contents of this report were developed under 
a grant from the National Institute on Disability, 
Independent Living, and Rehabilitation Research 
(NIDILRR grant number 90RT5026). NIDILRR is a Center 
within the Administration for Community Living (ACL), 
Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). The 
contents of this report do not necessarily represent 
the policy of NIDILRR, ACL, or HHS, and you should not 
assume endorsement by the Federal Government. 



Want to share your thoughts on 
this toolkit?

Take our survey!

Scan this code with your phone 
to go to our survey.

Or, go to 

www.surveymonkey.com/r/
ASANresource

http://www.surveymonkey.com/r/ASANresource
http://www.surveymonkey.com/r/ASANresource



