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Introduction 

In 1976, Elizabeth Grace, Lily’s mother, began a documentary portrait of her daughter Lily. Lily was born 

with Down syndrome. Living with her family in a small California beach town and attending local 

schools, Lily became a pioneer for mainstreaming and full inclusion.  

In these three films, Elizabeth Grace has captured the essence of her daughter as a schoolgirl, a young 

woman and an adult. These films serve to improve attitudes towards people with Down syndrome by 

depicting the triumphs and challenges Lily has experienced and with which she is still dealing. Her 

largeness of spirit and openness in discussing her situation give insights to the full life possible for those 

with Down syndrome and for all of us who have less apparent disabilities. 

Discussion Topics 

1. Lily has had a rich life, both in terms of a wealth of opportunities and in terms of material comfort. 

Her parents divorced when she was young but have remained involved in her life and have always 

included her in all family activities. Her mother, like many other parents of the mentally challenged, 

has become very involved in special education and now works in the field as a professional. When 

Lily was born, many Down syndrome children were still routinely put in institutions. She was a 

pioneer in mainstreaming for her community. 

2. You might pause on a picture of Lily in the first film and discuss the physical characteristics of Down 

syndrome and the reasons why it was once referred to as “Mongolism.” This may lead to a discussion 

of labels and how to refer to people with genetic anomalies. 

3. Lily’s elementary school had classes with mixed ages. Do you think this would be an easier situation 

in which to serve mainstreamed children? 

4. In the first film, Lily is shown being helped by a seatmate. Vygotskians would say that both children 

benefit from such a situation. Do you agree? 

5. Lily has an ease of presence that makes her very appealing. One of the things she does well is ask for 

help. This is seen in the first film with her reading teacher, her pottery teacher, and her seatmate. In 

the second film, Lily is seen seeking help from the manager of the group home, and in the third from 

her counselor. Her openness to assistance, without being servile, has served her well. How parents 

and teachers can foster this trait is an interesting question. 

6. Lily has trouble with abstractions. This is seen in the first film with her discussion of the 

transportation poster, and in the third film where she thinks having a rich life means being affluent. 

Yet she is creative and has a rich fantasy life. Her story about a pretty princess in the first film is 

echoed by her Sweet Valley novel writing in the third one. Discuss the stereotypes and realities of the 

intellectual functioning of people like Lily. 

7. High school graduation was a high point for Lily and one can only share her joy. Lily loved being 

part of that “normal” world. Her work and family have continued to contact her with mainstreamed 

life, but her living situation and social life have put her into the special world of the mentally 
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challenged. Lily handles the crossovers caused by this “double” life amazingly well, but there still are 

bittersweet moments as portrayed by the juxtapositioning of the brother’s wedding with Lily’s 

discussion of her desire for a boyfriend. What experiences do you and your students have of living in 

two worlds? (People who have lived abroad or whose families are recent immigrants may have some 

parallel stories. Also, people with physical handicaps may contribute to this conversation.) 

8. Letting go is a difficult thing for all good parents. Elizabeth Grace’s discussion of allowing Lily to go 

into a group home after high school points to the special concerns of the involved parents of mentally 

challenged people. Sometimes these lead to conflicts with the professionals who are helping their 

children. What can both sides do to ease this situation? 

9. Lily has taken great delight in the social contacts she gets from her work situation. What opportunities 

does your community have for employment of the mentally challenged?  

10. Lily’s weight has become ever more of concern. She is now much heavier than she was when the 

third film was made. Are there ways to help special needs adults with their physical fitness? 

11. What stereotypes about people with Down syndrome do these films contradict and what ones do they 

continue? 

12. It would be interesting to apply Erik Erikson’s eight-stage life cycle to Lily’s life. We are not given 

much information about her first years in these films but can make suppositions. Lily seems to have 

weathered the early stages very well. Perhaps it was not until the sixth and seventh stages that has she 

had more trouble. Discuss. 

13. Davidson Films has received, and passed on, birthday cards to Lily from university students who have 

seen this film. Both Lily and her mother, the producer of these films, take great pleasure in hearing 

that they have been of use. We would love to hear from you if you feel similarly. 

14. Yes, we hope to have a Lily at 40 film to you in a few years. 


