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• What supported decision making is, and why it should 
be considered

• How the concepts of supported decision making 
(SDM) and Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) work 
together

• How to take a lifespan approach to supporting 
individuals with disabilities and their families

LEARNING OBJECTIVES



When you are faced with a major life decision, 
like buying a house or a car, whether to take a 
particular job, or if you should move to a 
different town, who do you turn to help you 
make that decision?

SDM FOOD FOR THOUGHT #1



This process can be the same for a person with a 
disability. Supported Decision Making can help identify 
trusted individuals who can support a person with a 
disability in making decisions.  

IT’S THAT SIMPLE



Take a moment and think about how you would feel if 
someone were to take away your right to decide where 
to live, who to live with, what and when to eat, how to 
practice your faith, and how you will spend your days.

This is the reality for many individuals with disabilities, 
especially those with intellectual disabilities.

It doesn’t have to be this way, in all situations.

SDM FOOD FOR THOUGHT #2



• Circles of Support
• Waivers of confidentiality
• Letters of Intent
• Representative payee
• Power of Attorney

SDM OFFERS AN ARRAY OF OPTIONS –
without removing someone’s rights

None of the above require an attorney or a court 
appearance. All of these can be changed or updated at 
any point.



• Require an attorney

• Require a court appearance

• Can be a costly process

• Give the impression that the individual who the 
guardianship or conservatorship are for is incompetent

• Is extremely difficult to reverse

Though rarely used, it is possible to have partial 
guardianships and conservatorships.

Even with guardianships and conservatorships in place, 
every effort should be made to practice SDM.

GUARDIANSHIPS AND CONSERVATORSHIPS



• How many of you have ever made a big 
mistake in your life? 

• Did you learn anything from this experience?
• Why shouldn’t individuals with disabilities 

have those same opportunities? This speaks to 
the dignity of risk.

• How else will they learn?

SDM FOOD FOR THOUGHT #3



This is a fabulous tool!

www.lifecoursetools.com/lifecourse-
library/exploring-the-life-
domains/supported-decision-
making/

TRY THE LEAST RESTRICTIVE OPTIONS FIRST

http://www.lifecoursetools.com/lifecourse-library/exploring-the-life-domains/supported-decision-making/
http://www.lifecoursetools.com/lifecourse-library/exploring-the-life-domains/supported-decision-making/
http://www.lifecoursetools.com/lifecourse-library/exploring-the-life-domains/supported-decision-making/
http://www.lifecoursetools.com/lifecourse-library/exploring-the-life-domains/supported-decision-making/


STEP TOOLS FOR SDM & LRE





LRE means that, to the maximum extent appropriate, 
school districts must educate students with disabilities 
in the regular classroom with appropriate aids and 
supports, referred to as "supplementary aids and 
services, "along with their nondisabled peers in the 
school they would attend if not disabled, unless a 
student's IEP requires some other arrangement.

WHAT IS LEAST RESTRICTIVE ENVIRONMENT?



HOW DOES LRE INTERSECT WITH SDM?

LRE Regular 
education 
classroom

Pull out for 
support services

All instruction in 
segregated 
classroom

Alternative 
program 

outside of 
school zone

Hospital or 
institution

SDM Individual 
makes own 
decisions

Waiver of 
confidentiality

Representative 
Payee

Power of 
Attorney 

agreement
Conservatorship

Least 

Restrictive

Most

Restrictive



SDM/LRE - FOOD FOR THOUGHT #4

When discussing the concepts of SDM and LRE, we 
are really talking about empowering individuals 
with disabilities to make as many choices, and to 
have as much control over their lives, as possible.

How do you see your role in teaching individuals in 
your life to understand the importance of trying to 
make SDM and LRE work?



LRE & SDM ACROSS THE LIFESPAN

The concept of a Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) 
isn’t just about kids in school; it’s about people 
throughout their lives. It’s never too early or too late to 
start helping people make their own decisions. 

An individual’s “voice” in the choices they make should 
increase over time. With continual practice the “weight” 
of those decisions can increase over time too. 



LRE & SDM ACROSS THE LIFESPAN #2
Here are a few more examples of ways to promote decision making:

• Gina allows her two toddlers to pick which diaper they want to wear 
from two – even though the two options are exactly the same.

• Sam gives his five-year-old son a choice between two lunch options 
to take to school.

• Julia allows her eleven-year-old to choose the family’s evening 
entertainment.

• Ahmed gives his sixteen-year-old son a choice among a series of 
household chores in order to earn an hour later curfew.

• The Strickland family has a dinner discussion with their young adult 
children about how their large tax refund will be spent.

The more decisions that people can make for themselves, or with the support 
of trusted family members or friends, the less restricted their lives will be.



THE LIFELONG IMPACT OF SUPPORTED DECISION 
MAKING AND LEAST RESTRICTIVE ENVIRONMENT



IT’S A WRAP!

Questions/Comments?

Take-aways?

A possible first or next step?

Other ways to promote 
decision making?





HOW TO REACH US

Joey Ellis      615-682-3120 Joey.ellis@tnstep.org

mailto:Joey.ellis@tnstep.org
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