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Whenstudentswithintellectualanddevelopmentaldisabilities
(IDD) exit high school, there are many complexities for them to
navigatealongsidetheirfamiliesandcaregivers.Onesuchcom-
plexity is how they will make important decisions about their
life. Such decisions range from those made on a daily basis like
whotheywill spendtimewithtothosemadelessfrequentlylike
where they will live or what they will do for work.

Historically, many families and supporters of people with
IDD have been encouraged to rely on mechanisms like guard-
ianship that seek to limit risk and harm in their lives. Guardian-
ship, also known as conservatorship in some states, refers to a
formal court process for appointing a person to make some or
all decisions on behalf of a person that has been deemed*“inca-
pacitated” (Blanck & Martinis, 2015) Not only is there little
evidencetosuggestguardianshipkeepsadultswithdisabilities
safer,such arrangementsare highlyrestrictive and a poorfitfor
theactualsupportneedsandpreferencesofmanypeopleasthey
age (Blanck & Martinis, 2015; Martinis et al., 2024).

Supported Decision-Making

Increasingly, people are turning to less restrictive ways of navi-
gating the complexities of adult life, like supported decision-
making (SDM). SDM“refers to an arrangement between two or
morepersonswhereonepersonagreestoreceivevaryingkinds

of assistance to make decisions from one or more supporters”

(Institute on Community Inclusion, n.d.). For many adults with
IDD, SDM provides a way of ensuring they have the support
they need to navigate the complexities of their lives without
removing their right to make important decisions. Education
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professionals at every level can help by ensuring that the learn-
ing environments they create for students reflect the ideals of
SDM. To do so, it may be helpful to reflect on how we think of
independence for the students we serve.

In education we are often focused on whether a studentis
abletocompleteataskontheirown.Forinstance,doesastudent
tietheirshoesindependently? Suchassessmentscanbehelpful
when applied to discrete, age appropriate tasks. The answer to
the question is a simple “yes” or “no," and our goal as educa-
tors is often to work towards a day when such an assessment
yields a consistent “yes.” When applied to people or complex
situations, however, such assessments are often problematic.
Consider,forinstance, thefollowingquestionsaboutastudent’s
independence:

« Cantheymakedecisionsaboutpersonalsafetyindepen-
dently?

+ Are they independent?

+ Will they be an independent adult?

Judgements about the degree to which a student makes
independent safety decisions, is independent, or will be inde-
pendent often rely on subjective determinations rather than
measurableobservations.Theseclaimsoftensaymoreaboutthe
expectations of the person making them than anything else.

Rather thanfocus on afalse binary ofindependence, there
are ways of thinking about our practice with students that can
help create environments where everyone can thrive. All edu-
cators can:

« presume competence rather than set up conditions for
students to prove it,

« value interdependence as an aim that fits most people
far better than ideals about one’s independence,

- maintain high expectations for all students, and

« celebrate risk and failure as necessary conditions for
growth.

By reframing our perspective of what independence may
look like for students, we can incorporate practical routines in
ourclassroomsandschoolsthat challengecommonattitudinal
barriers and affirm student voices.

What Supported Decision-Making Looks Like in
Classrooms

While SDM is a term that typically refers to the support one
obtains to make and communicate adult decisions, it is a term



with broad applications across the lifespan for students with
IDD. In my research, I've learned that many educators feel un-

SDM as a practice (Walters et al., 2024; Walters et al., 2025;
Walters & Plotner, 2023).

der prepared, under trained, and at risk for “getting it wrong” Making decisions with support is something that all people

when it comes to helping students with IDD and their families
to navigate using SDM (Plotner & Walters, 2021; Walters et
al., 2022; Walters et al., 2023). Fortunately, in my research, I've
also learned a lot about what we can do in education to affirm

can do. Educators can be an important part of providing founda-
tionalopportunitiesforstudentstolearnandpracticemakingdeci-
sionsatanyage.Table 1 outlinessomeeducation practices, waysof
understandingthem,andsuggestionsforputtingthemintoaction.

Table 1. Supported Decision-Making Education Practices

Practice

Description

Action Steps

Give choices

Building in frequent opportunities for both structured choices
andfree choices provides students with an environmentwhere
they can learn to choose. When students are given meaning-
ful opportunities to choose in the classroom, it shows in both
theirinterestand theirtask completion (Reutebuchetal., 2015;
Tounsi et al., 2022). When experts around the country on SDM
were asked how educators could prevent the use of undueand
overbroad guardianship, one of the most agreed upon recom-
mendationswastogivestudentsopportunitiestomakechoices
from the earliest possible ages (Walters & Plotner, 2023).

Build in student choice wherever possible and use
prompts to highlight those choices. For instance:

“Do you want to read with a partner or use the tablet?”

“What would you like to read about?”

Create room to
express and explain

Part of creating an environment that supports student choice
is creating an environment where students can explore the

Embed simple reflection prompts such as“l chose this
because..."into daily instruction to empower students

to identify and use
sources of support

sionsis a skill that students can and should be explicitly taught.
A fundamental aspect of being self-determined is actively di-
recting one’s support to help them achieve goals, rather than
passively receiving help (Shogren et al., 2015).

preferences preferences that inform their choices. When students express | to recognize their own preferences and their ability to
andexplaintheirpreferences,ithelpsthembuildself-awareness | affect change around them.
(Shogren & Wehmeyer, 2020).

Support students Identifyingandtappingintotrusted people whenmakingdeci- | Provideformalandinformalopportunitiesforstudents

to identify available supports (such as peers, staff, or
technology), choose when to access them, and articu-
late their own support needs (Flanagan & Bumble,
2022).

Reflect on
decisions together

Whenstudentstaketimetoreflectonwhatworked, whatdidn't,
and what they might do differently in their decision-making,
they'rebuildingself-awarenessandself-confidence.Facilitating
brief, collaborative reflections after academic or social choices
canhelpstudentsunderstandtheconnectionbetweentheirac-
tionsand outcomes, reinforcing that their decisions matterand
can be adjusted over time to support their goals (Burke et al.,
2019).

Provide students with a place to reflect on decisions
and help them to normalize and understand that risk
and failure are simply aspects of pursuing a life that re-
flects their preferences, interests,and goals (Bumble et
al., 2022).

Provide
opportunities
for setting and
evaluating goals

Setting goals and evaluating progress towards those goals are
skillsthateveryeducatorcanteachandprovidefrequentoppor-
tunities to practice. When students learn to set personal goals,
planactions,andevaluatetheirprogress,theyshowmeasurable
gains in self-determination, academic achievement, and post-
school readiness (Burke et al., 2019; Raley et al., 2020; Shogren
etal, 2015).

Integrategoal-settingroutinesintoeverydayinstruction
by using simple formats such as “My goal is...,"“One
step | will take today is...," and “What | will try next
is.... Asyou do, support students to regularly monitor
theirprogressandadjusttheirplansaspartofclassroom
practice. Packages such as the Self-Determined Learn-
ing Model of Instruction (SDLMI) can help provide a
moreexplicit, research-backed frameworkforsupport-
ing students in this way.
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In Closing

Manyresourceshavebeen created to help professionalsunder-
stand the complex legal, practical, and ethical issues related
to supporting the decision-making of students with intellec-
tual and developmental disabilities (IDD) as they age. If you
are new to these topics, some excellent primer resources on
supported decision-making (SDM) and alternatives to guard-
ianship have been gathered by the Guardianship Alterna-
tives and Transfer-of-Rights (GATOR) project (https://gator.
communityinclusion.org/) and the Center on Youth Voice,
Youth Choice (https://youth-voice.org/). You don't need to be
an expert on this topic to meaningfully support student self-
direction, choice, and autonomy.

When educators provide students with opportunities to
make choices, express their preferences, seek and direct sup-
port, reflect on their decisions, and set meaningful goals, they
areactively helping to create environments that foster student
autonomy and dignity. These practices do not require a new
curriculum or specialized credentials; they require a shift to-
wardhonoringstudentvoice,embracinginterdependence,and
viewing mistakes as part of learning rather than something to
be avoided. By integrating SDM into daily routines, teachers
canplayacritical rolein disrupting long-standingassumptions
about disability and independence and in nurturing students'’
confidence to lead their own lives. m

References

Blanck, P, & Martinis, J. (2015). “The right to make choices”: The
National Resource Center for Supported Decision-Making. Inclu-
sion, 3, 24-33. https://doi.org/10.1352/2326-6988-3.1.24

Bumble, J. L., Worth, C. R. J., Athamanah, L. S., Rooney-Kron, M.,
Regester, A., & Lidgus, J. (2021). “Messy inclusion”: A call for
dignity of risk in inclusive postsecondary education. Inclusive
Practices, 1(2), 64-72.

Burke, K. M., Shogren, K. A, Raley, S. K., Wehmeyer, M. L., Antosh,
A. A., & LaPlante, T. (2019). Implementing evidence-based
practicestopromoteself-determination.EducationandTrainingin
Autism and Developmental Disabilities, 54(1), 18-29.

Flanagan, M. F., & Bumble, J. L. (2022). Mapping Assets for Post-
school Success (MAPS): Using Digital Resource Mapping to En-
hance the Transition Process. TEACHING Exceptional Children,
56(4), 256-264. https://doi.org/10.1177/00400599211068143

Lindsey, P, Guy, B., Wehmeyer, M. L., & Martin, J. (2001). Age of
majority and mental retardation: A position statement of the Di-
vision on Mental Retardation and Developmental Disabilities.
EducationandTraininginMentalRetardationandDevelopmental
Disabilities, 36(1), 3-15.

Martinis, J. G., Shogren, K. A., & Blanck, P. (2024). Turning off
the school-to-guardianship pipeline: incorporating supported

decision-making into special education. Inclusive Practices, 3(3),
69-77.

Plotner, A, & Walters, C. (2021). Perceptions of district- and school-
level special education leaders on guardianship and adult deci-
sion-making support.Journal of Disability Policy Studies. https://
doi.org/10.1177/10442073211006395

Raley, S. K., Shogren, K. A, Rifenbark, G. G, Lane, K. L., & Pace, J.
R.(2021).The Impact of the Self-Determined Learning Model of
Instruction on Student Self-Determination in Inclusive, Second-
ary Classrooms.Remedial and Special Education, 42(6),363-373.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0741932520984842

Reutebuch, C. K., El Zein, F., & Roberts, G. J. (2015). A systematic
review oftheeffectsof choiceonacademicoutcomesforstudents
withautismspectrumdisorder.Researchin AutismSpectrum Dis-
orders, 20, 1-16.

Shogren, K. A., & Wehmeyer, M. L. (2020). Self-determination and
transition. In Handbook of Adolescent Transition Education for
Youth with Disabilities (pp. 195-205). Routledge.

Shogren, K. A., Wehmeyer, M. L., Palmer, S. B., Forber-Pratt, A. J.,
Little, T. J., & Lopez, S. (2015). Causal agency theory: Reconcep-
tualizingafunctionalmodelofself-determination.Educationand
TraininginAutismandDevelopmentalDisabilities,50(3),251-263.

Tounsi, O., Masmoudi, L., Trabelsi, K., Koubaa, A., Clark, C.,
Anouda, C., & Bahloul, M. (2022). Effects of class-wide choice
making on the behaviour of students with mild intellectual dis-
ability.InternationalJournalofDisability,DevelopmentandEduca-
tion, 69(1), 33-46.

Walters, C. & Plotner, A.(2023). A Delphi study to generate, clarify, and
prioritizeprofessionalrecommendationsonageofmajority-related
practicein special education. Journal of Disability Policy Studies,
35(3), 185-197. https://doi.org/10.1177/10442073231185740

Walters, C., Plotner, A., Allison, M. & Mojica, A. (2022). An explor-
atory study of special education director experiences with issues
related to age of majority, guardianship, and alternative options
for adult decision-making support. Journal of Special Education
Leadership, 35(1), 18-32.

Walters, C., Plotner, A., & Oertle, K. (2023). Perceptions of special
education teachers on guardianship and alternative options for
adult decision-making support. Journal of Rehabilitation, 88(3),
4-10.

Walters, C. B., Smith-Hill, R., & Plotner, A. J. (2024). Advancing sup-
ported decision-making through special education professional
advocacy. Inclusive Practices, 3(3), 61-68.

Walters, C. B., Smith-Hill, R., Plotner, A., & Springate, A. (2025).
Special education professional perspectives on challenges to
supporting youth with disabilities and their families into legal
adulthood.EducationandTrainingin Autismand Developmental
Disabilities, 60(1), 35-48.

DADD Express 3



https://doi.org/10.1177/10442073211006395
https://doi.org/10.1177/10442073211006395
https://doi.org/10.1177/0741932520984842
https://doi.org/10.1177/10442073231185740 
https://gator.communityinclusion.org/
https://gator.communityinclusion.org/
https://youth-voice.org/
https://doi.org/10.1352/2326-6988-3.1.24
https://doi.org/10.1177/00400599211068143

