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Support Services for Individuals Wth Cognitive
Disabilities and O hers Wio Need Assistance in
| npl enenting I nformed Choice

Section 12(e)(2)(F) of the Rehabilitation Act of
1973, as anended. 34 CFR 361.52.

Fi nal programregul ations at 34 CFR 361.52 require
each state VR agency, in consultation with its
State Rehabilitation Advisory Council, to devel op
and i nplement witten policies and procedures
enabl i ng each individual to make an inforned
choice with regard to selection of a vocati onal
goal , objectives, services, and service providers.
These policies and procedures nust ensure that
each individual receives information concerning
the availability of support services for
individuals with cognitive or other disabilities
who require assistance in exercising inforned
choi ce.

Thi s gui dance, nuch of which is derived fromthe
RSA Choi ce Denonstration Projects, is designed to
assist State VR agency staff in understanding the
needs of individuals with cognitive disabilities
for support and assistance in exercising infornmed
choice and in identifying nethods for addressing

t hose needs. Although specifically hel pful for
working with individuals wth cognitive
disabilities, use of these nethods should allow
all individuals to increase their participation in
the VR process to the extent that they are able to
do so.



STRATEGQ ES FOR SUPPORTI NG
| MPLEMENTATI ON OF | NFORMED CHO CE

| nformed choice is the process by which individuals
participating in the VR program nmake deci si ons about their
vocati onal goals, the services and service providers that are
necessary to reach those goals, and how those services will be
procured. The deci sion-nmaki ng process takes into account the

i ndi vi dual =s val ues and characteristics, the availability of
resources and alternatives, and general econom c conditions.

| mpl ementing i nformed choice requires comunicating clearly,

gat hering and understandi ng i nformation, setting goals, making
deci sions, and follow ng through with decisions. To the extent
that the individual participates in the procurenment of services,
i npl enenting choice may al so involve basic consunmer skills, such
as noney nmanagenent and negotiating in the market place.

Mental retardation, |learning disabilities, head injury, and
stroke typically result in cognitive inpairnents that can affect

an individual=s ability to gather and anal yze i nformati on,
devel op and follow through with plans, and deci de anbng vari ous
options. Individuals with nental illnesses may have cognitive
inmpairments as a result of the illness or of nedications.

Organi c brain danage associated with conditions such as nultiple
sclerosis, lupus, and H V-Aids may result in short term nenory

| oss and other cognitive inpairnents. Depending upon the nature
of the disability and the medications an individual is taking, an

i ndi vidual=s ability to do cognitive tasks nmay fluctuate
dramatically fromday to day.

Q her individuals may al so require assistance in exercising

i nformed choice. These include individuals with any type of
di sability who have not had experience in making decisions for
t hensel ves and individuals with severe inpairnents in

communi cation skills as a result of physical or sensory

di sabilities.

In general, individuals with cognitive inpairnments who are
eligible for VR services can conprehend information and i deas and
make i ndividual judgenents if they are provided with appropriate
support and assi stance. The individual, the VR counselor, and
others who are working with the individual need to determ ne the
level of the individual's skills and abilities in these areas.
Once the skills and abilities have been identified, a nunber of

strategies can be used to inprove the individual=s skills and to
provide information and assistance w th decision-nmaking at the

i ndi vi dual =s | evel .



The foll ow ng discussion describes nethods for determ ning the
individual's abilities to exercise choice and for inplenenting
Strategies to provide assistance and support, including:

- i mproving the skills needed by the individual to
exerci se choi ce;

- provi di ng support and assi stance through ot her
i ndi vi dual s;

- simplifying information; and

- using multiple nodes of comuni cation and repetition.

Determning the individual's skill and ability to inmpl enment
i nforned choi ce.

Met hods to determine the individual's ability to inplenent

i nformed choice may vary dependi ng upon the individual's
disability and the severity of that disability. For sone

i ndi vidual s, both the counselor, the individual, and others can
use a checklist to analyze the individual's skills and abilities
in areas inportant to the inplenmentation of informed choice.
Such an anal ysis provides a way for the individual and others
working with himor her to identify those tasks the individual
can do i ndependently; those tasks for which the individual needs
support, accommodations, and skill building; and those that
sonmeone else will need to do. Purchased checklists and

i nventories about decision-nmaking and goal setting skills can be
used or agencies can devel op such assessnents. (V)

Checklists and inventories are based on conparing an individual =s
known performance in decision-making agai nst a standard. Those
who | ack experience in making decisions and those who have
difficulty comuni cating about their past experiences are not
easily assessed by such nmethods. For these individuals, other

t echni ques of discovery are needed to gather the sane

i nformati on.

For exanple, working with an individual on devel oping a
vocational profile and enploynent goals will simultaneously yield
i nformati on about how t he person gathers and responds to

i nformati on and nakes deci sions. (UCPA) Situational assessnents
or trial work experiences provide the opportunity to observe the
individual in natural life situations that help clarify not only

t he individual =s goal and service needs, but al so provide insight
and informati on about how the individual nakes deci sions.
Interviewing famly, friends, and others who are close to the

i ndi vidual nmay also yield the same information. Such approaches
are al so especially hel pful for individuals who are not able to
communi cate clearly and assertively. Scheduling a |onger tine
period for neetings with individuals who have difficulty focusing

on the issues to be discussed hel ps assure that the individual =s
t hought s get expressed. The success of these types of discovery
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depends upon the ability of the VR counselor and others to listen
to and observe the individual carefully over tinme. |If the tine
required for such observation and interaction is nore than is
feasible for a VR counsel or, VR agencies can consi der paying
sonmeone ot her than the counselor to work on this task

Counsel or judgenent and observation are a primary source of

di scovery throughout the VR process. How the individual followed
t he process of obtaining VR services and how he or she processes
i nformation and responds to questions during interview and intake
provi des informati on about sonme of the skills related to inforned

choice. Probing for the reasons that an individual says Anoz to
a particular option helps to determine if the individual is
respondi ng because of |ack of information or because of fear.

Assessing changes in the individual=s skill in inplenenting
i nformed choi ce and adapting supports appropriately is a
conti nuous eval uative and educational role for the counsel or.

Counsel ors nmay al so find RSA Program Assi stance Circul ar (PAC
90-7: Quidelines for Determ ning Wiet her a Person Wth Specific
Learning Disabilities Has a Severe Handi cap for Vocati onal
Rehabi | itati on Program Purposes, issued Septenber 28, 1990,

hel pful .  The gui dance for evaluating an individual =s capacities
in the areas of self-direction and comuni cati on can be applied

to eval uating the individual=s capacities for inplenenting
i nformed choice. The concepts are applicable to other types of
di sabilities.

Sel f-di scovery is also an inportant factor in the inplenentation
of informed choice. Enploynent outconme as defined in the final
regul ations for the VR program (34 CFR 361.5(b)(15)) includes the

el enent that the enpl oynent outcome Ais consistent with an
i ndi vi dual =s strengths, resources, priorities, concerns,
abilities, capabilities, interests, and inforned choice.= The

nore conplex the individual=s situation or disability, the nore
difficult it is for others to help the person consider all the
factors necessary for making inforned decisions. Using

techni ques that teach individuals to devel op an awareness of how
their disability affects them how they function on a daily
basi s, and how they respond to informati on and make deci si ons nmay
be a better investnent of the tinme and efforts of rehabilitation
per sonnel .

One nmethod of self-discovery is for the individual to keep a
diary/log/journal, either in witing or by audio tape. (TDTI)

| ndi vi dual s can record information such as variations in their
energy level, tines and conditions when they feel good and are
doing their best work, variations in synptons, and ot her
revel ati ons about the VR process. The |og becones a self-
managemnment tool, providing insight into behavior patterns and
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formng the basis for strategies to maxim ze the individual =s
functioning | evel.

| nproving the skills needed by the individual to inplenent
i nfornmed choi ce

The ability to make choices grows with experience in decision
maki ng. VR agenci es can purchase or provide an array of services
that help individuals to nove further along the conti nuum of

i ndependent |y maki ng deci sions and taking personal responsibility
for those decisions. Consuner enpowernent training, training and
experience in goal setting and decision nmaking skills, and self-
assessnment techniques are services that can inprove the skills
and abilities needed to inplenment informed choice. In addition
to training, the VR counselor and others working with the

i ndi vi dual can provide structure to help the individual determ ne
what information is needed, ways to gather that information, what
options are avail able, and ways to deci de anobng those options.

Assi sting the individual to gather information can begin during

t he assessnent process by shifting froma process in which an
eval uator talks to the VR counsel or about the individual to a
process that includes the individual in the discussions or allows
the individual to direct the discussions. A nethod common to the
choice projects is to facilitate the relationship between the
eval uator and the individual. Reports are provided to the

i ndi vidual and nust be witten so the individual can understand
the information. The individual can clarify and discuss the
information with the provider, the counselor, a peer group, a
rehabilitation team famly nenbers, or others. The goal is for
the VR participant to be able to explain what the information

means, how it affects that individual=s |ife, and what he or she
wants to do as a result.

I ndi vi dual s can al so be taught to gather information about goods,
services, and service providers. To provide structure for

gat hering such information, the VR counselor and partici pant can
develop a list of questions to ask providers. For exanple, an

i ndi vidual who is seeking the services of a job devel oper m ght
want to ask if the job devel oper specializes in certain types of
j obs, how the devel oper gets job | eads, how nuch tine the

devel oper will spend per week working with the individual, and
what the devel oper is expecting fromthe individual. (SWBIRA) VR
agenci es can support this method by developing a |ist of core
guestions to be suppl enmented by specific individualized questions
as appropriate and by reinbursing the individual for any

t el ephone or travel expenses incurred while gathering

i nformati on.

To provi de experience in planning and deci sion naking, these
processes can be broken down into small steps. A series of
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short-termvocationally-related activities and experiences
provi des the individual wth experience in inplenenting the
choi ce process and gives the counsel or opportunities to observe

t he individual=s growmh in planning and deci si on-nmaki ng skills.
As these skills grow, both the individual and the counsel or

devel op nore confidence in the individual=s ability to nake
deci sions. The counsel or | earns how the person works best and

what accommodati ons are needed to facilitate that person=s
deci si on- maki ng.

To increase the participation of those who are reluctant to make
deci sions, the counsel or can ask the individual what he or she
wants the counselor to do. Another nmethod is for the counsel or
to state what he or she is willing to do and then ask the

i ndi vi dual what they are willing to do. Both nethods invite the

i ndi vidual to begin to nmake deci sions, exercise control, and take
responsi bility.

Getting support and assi stance from others

I ndi vidual s cl ose to the person can provi de support and
assistance in inplenmenting infornmed choice. For orientation and
ot her inportant neetings, the individual could bring a famly
menber to help with understanding the information, renenbering
the next steps in the process, and asking questions. In sone
cultures, individuals naturally rely heavily on the support of
their famlies throughout the decision-nmaking process.

This strategy works best when the famly is a neutral party.

Wen the famly is not neutral or not available, consuner
connectors, nentors, advocates, a buddy system and peer support
groups can be used. One project used a nentor paid by the

proj ect who served as a job coach, noved with the individua
through a series of short-termwork experiences, and provi ded
continuity of feedback to the individual, famly, and others
working with the individual. The nmentor was recruited through a
| ocal literacy council. (AR) A peer group of individuals with

di sabilities may have extensive experiential know edge that, when
shared, becones a resource for others to use in gathering and
anal yzing informati on and maki ng decisions. Individuals with
disabilities have an understandi ng about how they |earned to do
certain processes and nay be able to provide information in a way
that another individual with a disability is nore likely to
under st and.

The VR counsel or al so plays a key supportive role by follow ng up
with the individual frequently to see how they are doing and by
nodi fyi ng or devel oping strategies to help the person inprove

t heir planning and deci si on-maki ng skills.



Sinplifying informtion

Access to appropriate information allows an individual to
identify opportunities and solutions to problens, assess
strengt hs and weaknesses, ask appropriate questions, |ocate
resources, and, if necessary, advocate effectively. Access to
appropriate information allows an individual to influence, and to
be influenced by, the vocational rehabilitation planning process.
For individuals with cognitive inpairnents, access to the
i nformati on necessary for inplenenting infornmed choice can be
achi eved by breaking information down, taking nore time for
i nformati on gathering, using sinpler |anguage, synbols, and
tangi bl e nmet hods of conveying information, and providi ng supports
and acconmmobdati ons.

Witten programmaterials can be sinplified by incorporating one
t hought per sentence, avoiding professional |anguage and
term nol ogy, and supplenenting text with pictures and graphics.
To sinmplify verbal discussions, break information down into snal
conponents, explain nore clearly, ask the person to repeat what
has been said, note inportant points stated by the consuner, and
review these at the end of each session.

I nformati on and alternatives can be nmade nore tangi ble by a
series of short-termvolunteer placenments that provides
experiential know edge about working in different types of
situations. Qher rehabilitation objectives, such as learning to
travel and devel oping social skills, nmay al so be achi eved during
such experiences.

Pictures and graphics, substituted for witten materials, also
provi de tangi bl e ways to gather and exchange information. A

pi cture checklist of factors that the individual is |ooking for
in a job enables the person to renmenber all the factors and to
check off the appropriate factors when visiting any potential job
site. Involvenment of the individual in selecting the pictures
from graphi cs avail able on the conputer assures that the person
under st ands what the pictures synbolize. Conparing the
checklists fromvarious sites provides a nore tangi ble way of

sel ecting anong options. (WA)

Some individuals will benefit fromuse of acconmodations for
receiving, organizing, and retrieving information. (BCIL) A
qui ck assessnment of whether an individual may need
accommodat i ons for reading can be obtained by observing how they
respond to the application form |In addition, the VR counsel or
can ask whet her the individual needs acconmodations, such as
sonmeone to help with reading and witing. |If so, the individual
can bring soneone to help with those tasks or the program can
provide a reader. The counselor can provide, or help the

i ndi vidual acquire, tools for organizing and retrieving



i nformati on, such as a cal endar, an organi zer, and business card
slot holders. For individuals with deficits in attention,
working in a distraction-free space or using famliar
surroundi ngs may enable the individual to better attend to the

i nformati on being present ed.

Using multiple nodes of communi cation and repetition

The inplenmenting regulations at 34 CFR 361.52(a) require state VR
agencies to ensure that individuals receive information about
choice in appropriate nodes of comuni cation. Appropriate nodes
of comuni cation, as defined at 34 CFR 361.5(b)(5), neans
speci al i zed aids and supports that enable an individual with a
disability to conprehend and respond to information that is being
communi cated. The definition provides exanples of appropriate
nodes that include but are not Iimted to graphic presentations
and sinple | anguage materials discussed previously in this
docunent. For individuals with cognitive inpairnents,
conprehension and retention of information is enhanced when
information is provided in nmultiple nodes of communication and
repeated over tine.

Audio taping information allows the individual to listen to it
multiple times. Famly menbers can hel p repeat information, such
as a fact sheet, by reviewing it at honme nultiple times. Mking
information available in auditory, visual, and experiential nodes
provi des the individual with nmultiple options for acquiring
information and assures repetition. Goup discussions anong
peers or rehabilitation teans hel ps wi th understanding. Over
time, group nenbers will discuss the sane issue in many different
ways, thus providing the opportunity for multiple presentations
and different opportunities to achi eve understandi ng.

I nformation resource centers allow individuals to drop in and
repeatedly review informati on and to discuss information with

ot her individuals using those sane resources. Docunenting, in
witing or other nedia, what needs to be done and then
docunenting what was done is hel pful for individuals with short-
termnmenory |l oss. A series of experiences arranged as part of

t he conprehensive assessnment or as short-term objectives on the

i ndividualized witten rehabilitation program (IWRP) provide
experiential and repetitive nmethods of acquiring information.

Use of nultiple nodes and repetition, especially over a period of
time, also provides accommodations for individuals wth cognitive
i mpai rments whose ability to performcognitive tasks varies
significantly fromday to day.

Bot h the individual and the counsel or have a role in discovering
the nodalities in which the individual achieves the best
understanding and in assisting the individual to acquire



information in those nodalities. The role of the VR agency is to
provi de opportunities for information to be presented in various
nodal i ti es.

SUMVARY

There are many nethods that State VR agencies can use to provide
support services for individuals with cognitive and ot her

di sabilities who require assistance in exercising inforned
choice. A nunber of the nethods di scussed above provide support
for a variety of needs. Wthin the discussion, selected specific
strategi es are acconpani ed by acronyns for the Choice
Denonstration Projects. Mre information on these specific
strategi es can be obtained by contacting the projects |isted

bel ow.

I n many instances, use of the nethods described above w |
require spending nore time with the individual and allowing for a
trial and error approach to planning, gathering information, and
maki ng deci sions. Agencies have the option of deciding whether
t he counselor will spend that time or whether they wll pay for
sonmeone else to provide that service. Oten, the tinme used for
such approaches can occur sinultaneously with the provision of
other rehabilitation services that are directed toward achieving
an enpl oynment outcone. The individual=s skills in exercising

i nfornmed choice can grow in a parallel fashion along with growh
in specific vocational and enpl oynent skills.

Bot h the VR counsel or and the individual have responsibilities in

determ ning the individual=s skills for exercising informnmed

choi ce, deciding on nmethods for inproving those skills, and

devel opi ng needed accommobdati ons and supports. The counsel or and
t he individual can also enlist the aid of others, either paid or
voluntary, to help in these efforts.

| NQUI RI ES: Choi ce Denpnstration Projects:

Arkansas Rehabilitation Services (AR)
Nancy Sullivan/ Sterling Hughes
501- 661- 9407/ 501- 534- 1372
Ber kel ey Center for Independent Living (BCIL)
Terry Herkimer 510-841-4776
Sout hwest Busi ness, Industry, and Rehabilitation
Associ ation (SWBI RA)
Lee Lanni ng 602-275-0180
The Devel opment Team Inc. (TDTI)
Harry Hall 904-247-4640
Uni ted Cerebral Pal sy Associations (UCPA)
M chael Cal |l ahan 601-497-6999
Vernmont Division of Vocational Rehabilitation (VT)
M chael Collins 802-241-2186



Washi ngton Division of Vocational Rehabilitation
(W)

Abby Cooper 206- 587- 4444

Rehabilitati on Services Adm nistration:
RSA Regi onal O fices
RSA Central Ofice:

Suzanne Till man 202-205- 8303

Fredric K Schroeder, Ph.D
Conmi ssi oner

CC. CSAVR
NAPAS

RSA Regions 11, IV, V, VIIl, and X



