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Supporting Adherence to COVID-19 Prevention for Individuals Living 

with Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities in Congregate 
Residential Facilities 

 
Individuals living with intellectual and developmental disabilities in congregate settings may 
have difficulty adhering to COVID-19 prevention recommendations, including routine hand-
washing, wearing face coverings and physical distancing. Individuals may experience increased 
stress, anxiety, depression or frustration due to the extended disruption of their routines, 
activities and ongoing social isolation. Supportive techniques commonly used in congregate 
settings can help individuals adjust to changes in routines and practice prevention behaviors. 
These techniques include modeling and reinforcing desired behaviors, picture schedules, 
timers, visual cues and using “we” phrases. For example, “In order to try our best we must wash 
our hands frequently and use hand sanitizer.” Using “we” allows the individual to understand 
that this is a collective effort. 
 
It is important to remember that COVID-19 precautions, such as hand-washing, wearing face 
coverings and physical distancing must be practiced even after an individual receives the 
vaccine. This document provides tips and resources for facility staff to support individuals with 
adherence to prevention behaviors and cope with extended physical distancing. 
 
Hand-washing 
Model hand-washing step by step. Post clear signs with instructions in plain language for each 
step of how to wash hands with large font, a different color for each step, and graphics or 
pictures. Demonstrate each step with individuals and observe them following the hand-washing 
steps at least once, making corrections when needed and providing praise whenever possible. 
Post the step-by-step instructions where the individual can easily see them while practicing the 
behavior.  
 
Make hand-washing a fun activity. Post lyrics to song choruses that are 20 seconds long to 
encourage proper hand-washing in an enjoyable way. 

• Hand-washing Poster with Large Graphics: By the New York City Department of Health 
and Mental Hygiene (NYC Department of Health); also in other languages. 

• 20-Second Songs to Sing While You Wash Your Hands: Lyrics to songs by Children’s 
Hospital of Orange County. 

 
Face Coverings 
Make wearing face coverings part of the daily routine. Start slowly, asking the individual to 
wear a face covering for short periods of time, allowing for breaks when needed. Allow the 
individual to choose among different styles and types of fabric face coverings to find one that is 

https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/doh/downloads/pdf/cd/cd-adult-handwash-poster.pdf
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/covid/covid-19-posters-and-flyers.page
https://blog.chocchildrens.org/20-second-songs-to-sing-while-you-wash-your-hands/
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most comfortable. Show a digital photo of the individual wearing a face covering as a visual cue. 
Allow the individual to chew gum or suck on a hard candy while wearing a face covering for 
distraction and to improve the smell of recycled air beneath the covering. Ensure masks are 
clean and not damaged, replacing as needed. 
 
If individuals are unable to wear a face covering correctly (snug against the face and covering 
both nose and mouth) or cannot tolerate a face covering, they should not wear one, and 
adaptations and alternatives should be considered. Do not place a face covering on anyone 
who has trouble breathing, is unconscious, is incapacitated or is unable to remove the face 
covering without assistance. When wearing a face covering is not feasible, face shields may be 
more tolerable and offer some protection. 

• Face Masks and People with Disabilities: Webinars focused on people with disabilities by 
the Georgia Tech Accessible Communications Project, Center for Inclusive Design and 
Innovation.  

 
Physical Distancing 
Explain in simple language that keeping a distance from others, or staying at home and in our 
rooms, is a way to keep ourselves and others healthy. Provide examples of other people staying 
home, like friends, family members, or people the individual admires, to make it clear that this 
is something many people are doing. Remind the individual of upcoming dates on the calendar, 
such as when they will watch a special movie or speak to a friend to redirect focus and provide 
something to look forward to. Use floor markings whenever possible to encourage individuals 
to keep 6 feet away as appropriate. 
 
If there is exposure to COVID-19 in the facility, move exposed individuals together on the same 
floor. In facilities with severe space constraints or staffing shortages, investigate whether an 
aide or peer provider can stay with the individual at an isolation hotel.  

• Social Distancing Activities for People with Intellectual Disabilities, their Families and 
Caregivers: Move-Experience-Engage (M.E.E.) Calendar and SENSational Ideas: A 
webinar on two resources for physical and other activities for individuals with 
intellectual and developmental disabilities, sponsored by the Georgetown University 
Center for Excellence in Developmental Disabilities. 

• Social Distancing Social Story: A visual guide for individuals with autism about social 
distancing: A visual guide for individuals with autism about physical distancing 
translated into multiple languages by the Autism Services, Education, Resources and 
Training Collaborative of Pennsylvania. 

• New York - Best Buddies International: A resource to connect individuals with 
intellectual and developmental disabilities to volunteers for one-to-one friendships and 
reducing social isolation. 

• Using Social Stories to Support People with I/DD During the COVID-19 Emergency: How 
to use social story tools to help provide directions and examples of appropriate ways to 
respond to social situations from YAI. 

 

https://www.dropbox.com/sh/ugy3wus5vuztgej/AAAlMF38fOkRg3g3N4SoaKLLa?dl=0
https://cidi.gatech.edu/covid/training
https://cidi.gatech.edu/covid/training
https://cidi.gatech.edu/covid/training
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/helpnownyc/get-help/covid-19-hotel-program.page
https://ucedd.georgetown.edu/webinars.php
https://ucedd.georgetown.edu/webinars.php
https://paautism.org/resource/social-distancing-social-story/
https://paautism.org/resource/social-distancing-social-story/
https://www.bestbuddies.org/newyork/
https://www.yai.org/news-stories/blog/using-social-stories-support-people-idd-during-covid-19-emergency
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Emotional Support for Direct Service Providers 
Protecting individuals in congregate settings from COVID-19 while keeping themselves and their 
families safe during the COVID-19 public health emergency has taken a toll on the mental and 
physical well-being of health care personnel and essential workers across the city. It is critical 
that staff members and their supervisors recognize what stress looks like, take steps to build 
resilience and coping strategies, and know where to go for help.  

• Behavioral Health Resources for Health Care Providers and Personnel: Information 
about emotional support hotlines for health care workers and virtual community 
conversations about grief, loss and trauma facilitated by trained mental health staff 
from the NYC Department of Health. 

 
Staffing Support for Direct Service Providers 
COVID-19 exposures among staff at congregate residential settings have contributed to staffing 
shortages and have challenged the ability to provide quality and consistent care to individuals 
living with intellectual and developmental disabilities.  

• Workforce1: The NYC Department of Small Business Services and its Workforce1 Career 
Centers can tap into its pool of over 100,000 candidates to identify qualified individuals 
to meet your clinical and nonclinical hiring needs by sourcing job seekers, recruiting and 
screening candidates based on your needs, and scheduling interviews. 

 
Other Resources 

• A Self-Advocate’s Guide to COVID-19: A plain language toolkit with information 
developed by people with disabilities for individuals living with intellectual and 
developmental disabilities from the Vermont Public Health Department. 

• Guidance from the Office for People with Developmental Disabilities (OPWDD): COVID-
19 and vaccine guidance from New York State. 

• Guidance for Direct Service Providers, Caregivers, Parents, and People with 
Developmental and Behavioral Disorders: Special considerations for people with 
developmental and behavioral disorders who have limited mobility, have difficulty 
accessing information and require close contact with Direct Service Providers by the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). 

• Guidance for Group Homes for Individuals with Disabilities: Guidance on what group 
home administrators and staff need to know about COVID-19 by the CDC. 

 
 
The NYC Health Department may change recommendations as the situation evolves.                      3.1.21 

https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/doh/downloads/pdf/covid/providers/covid-19-behavioral-health-resources-for-providers.pdf
https://www1.nyc.gov/nycbusiness/article/hiring-assistance-for-essential-service-businesses
https://gmsavt.org/3665-2/
https://opwdd.ny.gov/coronavirus-guidance
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/hcp/developmental-behavioral-disorders.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/hcp/developmental-behavioral-disorders.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/group-homes.html
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