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“THE ANOMALY THAT IS Elliott Maruffi-Cowley triumphs, yet again, in this masterfully written narrative about the lives of those whom he served in his early days as a social worker. He relates touching personal anecdotes in both an educational and humorous way, while never underestimating the lessons one can learn from those with developmental disabilities. This work is a game-changer which will make you confront any preconceptions you may have about this incredible population. ” - Dr. Sonia Desikan

“Whether you work with the developmentally disabled, are curious about their day-to-day lives, or perhaps you’re uncomfortable being around DD people, this book is for you! Maruffi-Cowley’s literary style has a way of entering your head and your heart, leaving you changed for the better. A must-read for anyone interested in working with special needs individuals!” - Judy Maruffi

“This book provides amazing insights and life lessons into the developmentally disabled.  Challenging stereotypes, it is filled with reality, humor, compassion and respect.” - Michael Bolduc

“Full of heart and humor, this book is a loving tribute to social workers and the people they serve.” - Diane Fitzpatrick McGonagle

“I could not stop reading this book! Each story was compelling and compassionate, fresh and funny, full of heart, valuable insights and keen observations about this often misunderstood population. This is a must-read for everyone, especially those working with the developmentally disabled community.” - Jane Bolduc

“The author demonstrates a mastery of the subject. ” 

– Dr. Michael Marino

“...incomparably rich and strange, but as familiar as a lost chance or an aching heart or a sense that no one around you will ever really understand anything. Anyone who writes or reads or thinks should read this book.” - Larry Klickstein

“This book is not just for those of us who interact with the developmentally disabled, but for everyone who has a passion for humanity...” - Cheryl Hull

“The fearless El Goro has never been afraid to “stir a turd” in his life- long mission to serve the underserved.  Just like any moment spent with EMC is perceptive, endearing,  slightly bewildering and confounding, yet it will leave you feeling fully enlightened and ready to tackle the world with love in your heart and hip-hop in your soul.” - Dennis DeLuca

A powerful debut-Maruffi’s book offers both heart and perspective.  His anecdotes serve as sobering reminders of what truly matters in this world and the “lessons” he imparts provide lasting inspiration.  It’s a thoughtful, uplifting read that challenges us all to become better human beings.  – Adam Diperna
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About the Author

ELLIOTT MARUFFI-COWLEY is a Licensed Clinical Social Worker living in Southern California. He is a graduate of Bucknell University with a bachelor’s degree in psychology and obtained a master’s degree in social work from Rutgers University. Elliott has been in the social work field for over 20 years, with a focus on underserved populations, particularly those in impoverished areas. 

Elliott worked as a direct support staff member and then as a supervisor for a supportive living group of developmentally disabled people. He also navigated the frustrating and less-than-ideal world of state politics as a case manager for the developmentally disabled population. 

Elliott received his Licensed Social Work Certificate from the State of New Jersey and his Licensed Clinical Social Work certificates from the States of New York and California. He lives with his beautiful wife, Sonia, who is currently up for sainthood, and their two adorable children in Long Beach, California. This is his second publication and first full length book.

Friends For Life for A Life Sentence

Life Lessons from Individuals with Developmental Disabilities

A Note to the Reader
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“FRIENDS FOR LIFE,” is a non-fiction chronicle of the life lessons I learned from working with adults with Developmental Disabilities. It takes the traditional stereotype, “these poor, slow people” and turns this concept on its head. Instead, it focuses on these people’s strengths and what we can learn from these individuals.

My path into working with adults with developmental disabilities began right after I finished college and started looking for a job. I had sent out numerous applications before stumbling across what I thought would be the perfect job for me:  helping others. Little did I know how challenging yet rewarding it would be for me - assisting people with developmental disabilities. 

This book tells the stories of some of the fascinating people with developmental disabilities whom I have had the privilege to work. These humorous, poignant and heart-wrenching accounts of their daily lives and the lessons I learned from working with each of them. You’ll get to know these incredible people through their interactions in their communities and the world at large. You will celebrate their joys, cringe with embarrassment and be inspired to re-examine your own values, purpose and importance on this planet.
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This book is for the women in my life:

Legend JM

Dr. SD

Icon JB

Motivational Coach OM

This book and I exist because of you.

And for MM. Naturally.

Ti Amo.

“I am your friend for life, for a life sentence!”

–Bart, ARC Client
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The names and locations of most individuals in this book have been changed. The reasons for this may seem obvious but allow me to elaborate. Of course, names were changed to protect the identities of those mentioned here, but more importantly, the names and locations of these people matter not when addressing the underlying message. All people have inherent value, as well as weaknesses and strengths.
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The idea for this book came to me after spending four wonderful, frustrating, sad, emotional and growth-filled years working with individuals with developmental disabilities. I had the opportunity to work with people who helped me put life in perspective and who shaped my values to this day.

My journey into the DD (Developmentally Disabled) field began with a job search. After graduating college with a virtually useless undergraduate degree in psychology (“Wait, a BA in psych does not automatically make me a psychologist?!”) and over $100,000 in debt, I decided it might be a good idea to be employed.

I swallowed my pride and moved to south Jersey to live with my mother and stepfather. My stepdad, a minister, and I were in the same unemployment boat. We searched diligently, sending out application after application, getting excited about one position or another. As the weeks became months, my stepfather and I started to go stir crazy. We got in our first major fight (over the possession of a Celtics gym bag, of all things), and we both ended up taking a part-time gig with my Uncle Ronnie, packing veggies in the Jersey fields.

When an honest-to-goodness full-time job came around, I leapt at the opportunity. The position was a Supportive Living Counselor to clients in their own homes.

I got decked out in my finest (and only) Marshall’s sale rack suit and went on the interview. Here I met two other folks with bleeding hearts as big as mine. I was energized and nervous. After all, this was my first real interview. 

I remember practicing interview skills with my mother. She would ask me common interview questions like What are your greatest strengths and weaknesses? I went with “I am caring and dedicated to assisting people with improving their lives.” and “I sometimes have difficulty letting go of difficult situations at work.” This second one is always tricky, as I learned that your weakness should secretly be a strength.

I have a friend who works at a high-profit startup company. One of the questions they ask potential hires is If you could have any superpower, what power would you have? Believe it or not, there is a correct answer. Or rather, there is a wrong answer. The wrong answer is Invisibility, as it implies that you have something to hide. Man, I wish I knew then what I know now.

After bumming around on the couch for several months, I was ready to change the world. It turns out there are only so many re-runs of Weeds and Entourage one human can handle. Fresh out of college, filled with an idea of justice,  I was going to challenge anybody who attempted to stop these individuals from having the same opportunities afforded to anyone else in the country.

I quickly realized the joys of dealing with a bureaucratic system. It turns out that with little pay and few qualified options for staffing, challenges abound at DD (Developmentally Disabled) assistance facilities. First, due to past theft and financial abuse, everything was monitored: where I was at all times, how much of my own money I spent on a client while taking a client to eat, where we ate, when and how much gas I put in the company vehicle, and when the smoke alarms were checked each month. In addition, every purchase a client made was scrutinized and had to be initialed by a staff member and logged. 

It always irritated me that perfectly mobile, intelligent clients who have been doing fire drills every month for the last 20 years, must continue to do them forever due to archaic liability regulations. No, I don’t do a fire drill every month, do you? 

In many ways it felt overbearing. I understand that liability and accountability are an important part of all organizations, however, when you felt compelled to write in the logbook, “2:03 pm - Staff member went to rest room, everything appeared to turn out ok,” it was overkill. In fact, many group home employees rarely left the house logbook, and instead listed everything that went on in the home. This drastically takes away from the staff member’s interaction with clients. This time could better be spent working on social skills or any number of goals that clients require assistance with accomplishing.

When most people think of supportive living for the developmentally disabled, they think of group homes. I did not work in a group home. I worked with individuals living on their own who needed assistance with various  goals and life skills such as doctor appointments, basic hygiene, making friends, buying groceries, banking, dealing with family, boyfriends and girlfriends, pets, love, loss, the legal system and a variety of other aspects of daily life that many take for granted. This required the low-paid direct staff member to wear an infinite number of hats.
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