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Foreword

In No Pity, Joseph P. Shapiro’s compelling book concerning the disability rights movement,
the chapter describing the self-advocacy movement begins with a scene from a meeting at the
inaugural People-First convention in 1990. T.J. Monroe, a national leader in the self-advocacy
movement, was trying to rein in a roomful of boisterous delegates with cognitive disabilities
from across the country. Hammering his gavel on the podium to get the attention of the meet-
ing attendees, Monroe shouted to be heard above the din, proclaiming that “one thing we’re
going to vote on is a revolution!” (Shapiro, 1993, p. 184).

As Shapiro observed, T.J. Monroe actually intended to say resolution, not revolution. But
as Shapiro noted and as anyone who has become acquainted with the self-advocacy movement
can readily attest to, revolution is really a more appropriate description of the changes in the
disability movement since the 1980s. My colleague Hank Bersani and I have described the his-
tory of the field of disability services and supports as defined by three waves. The first wave
was dominated by professionals, during which physicians, psychologists, social workers, and
other professionals were thought to hold all the keys to knowledge about disability. The bleak
history of the treatment of people with disabilities during the first half of the 20th century
illustrated the serious limitations of this “professional only” vision and led to the second
wave, the parent movement. In the optimism and prosperity that washed across America in
the aftermath of World War II and with advances in science and in the treatment of diseases
such as polio, parents of children with disabilities began to challenge the standard expectations
for the outcomes for their sons or daughters. The parent wave had tremendous impact on dis-
ability services, perhaps most notably evidenced by the passage in 1975 of the Education for
All Handicapped Children Act (PL 94-142). But even as the parent movement was at its peak,
the third wave began to emerge, the self-advocacy movement. 

This book is a product of the sweeping changes in disability services brought about by
the third wave of the disability movement. It describes a revolution in the way we conceptu-
alize services, moving away from programs designed by professionals toward programs char-
acterized by self-directed supports. These supports are designed on the basis of the interests,
preferences, and abilities of the person receiving the support and in such a manner to ensure
that the person remains in control of the process. This process builds on another revolution,
the revolution of supported employment. 

Although the authors rightly note that it is not possible to pinpoint the exact moment of
the birth of supported employment, many of us who have been in the field at least since the
1980s can identify the moment we were first introduced to the revolutionary idea that people
with severe disabilities could hold competitive jobs. I was a classroom teacher working with
adolescents with severe disabilities at the time, and literally overnight, my vision of what was
possible for my students changed from sorting widgets by size, shape, and color in the shel-
tered workshop to working competitively for pay with colleagues without disabilities. 

My responsibility as a teacher also changed with my exposure to the supported employ-
ment concept. The old way of doing things was no longer acceptable. I had been exposed to
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a new way of thinking about people with disabilities that required that I change both my prac-
tices and my expectations. Not responding to that new vision was, in my perspective, never a
viable option. Once I saw that people with severe disabilities could, in fact, contribute to soci-
ety through competitive, paid work and could become a part of the rich fabric that is the social
milieu of work environments, it became my obligation to discard my previous assumptions
and expectations and move toward this new way of thinking and seeing.

The literature has debated whether supported employment is a process or a procedure,
but this book captures perhaps the most important aspect of supported employment: having
high expectations for people and supporting them to pursue rich, fulfilling lives. Supported
employment is about the promise of a better life. 

Why, at the start of the 21st century, do we find that supported employment is largely
unrealized among people with severe disabilities? Perhaps it is because we, as a field, did not
pay enough attention to the self-determination component of supported employment from
the onset. We worried about the procedures and processes and forgot that it was really about
empowerment, enablement, and high expectations. Martin, Mithaug, Oliphint, Husch, and
Frazier suggest that the supported employment movement has, itself, moved through three
phases. They title these the “Get a Job—Any Job—and Keep the Individual at the Job” phase,
the “Get a Job That Is a Match For the Individual” phase, and the “Self-Directed Employ-
ment” phase. These are, in my mind, more than just three phases. They represent two dichoto-
mous visions of disability and disability services. The first two phases put the professional in
control of the process, even when integrating innovative strategies such as natural supports
into the mix of supported employment services. The third phase is distinct from the first two.
It is consumer-controlled and self-directed, and it places the person with disabilities at the
controls, not professionals. 

If you have not already been exposed to the vision of the self-determination movement,
reading Self-Directed Employment places you at a decision point in your professional career.
Much as obtaining knowledge about supported employment obligated those of us working
with people with severe disabilities to change our visions for the future and to change our
expectations of the people we support, so too does knowledge about self-directed services and
self-determination obligate us to act and to create a new vision. It is a vision that must encom-
pass the totality of our interactions with people with disabilities.

Almost everyone has seen the ubiquitous faces/vase stereogram developed by Gestalt psy-
chologists to illustrate the figure–ground phenomenon in perception. This stereogram is the
black and white object that, when you first look at it, appears to be the image of a white vase
on a black background. When, however, you shift your focus slightly, you can see that the black
background actually forms two faces looking at one another with the facial features (nose,
brow, chin) on either side forming the contour of the vase. From the point in time one sees the
faces, it becomes almost impossible to see only the vase in the image. Likewise, as you read this
book and begin to see the faces of self-determination and the third wave of the disability move-
ment outlining the vase of best practice in supported employment, it should change not only
the way you provide supported employment services, but indeed the way you look at all sup-
ports for people with disabilities. Like the faces/vase stereogram, we should no longer be able
to conceptualize disability supports without seeing the vision of self-determination. 

Does this new vision mean that there is no longer a role for professionals? Hardly. The
chapters that follow detail strategies and procedures for professionals. You must become the
catalyst to enable and empower people with severe disabilities to “get a job” or more expan-
sively, “get a life.” There are detailed instructions for implementation, photocopiable forms to
individualize instruction and assessment, and, perhaps most important, stories of the lives of
real people, like Joe, Richard, Nina, Martha, and others who have succeeded with self-directed
employment. This chapter is written out of the authors’ decade-long experiences providing
these supports. It helps that two of the text’s authors, James Martin and Dennis Mithaug, are
leaders in defining and promoting the self-determination of people with disabilities and can

FOREWORD
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FOREWORD

intertwine stories and procedures in a way that is both inspirational and instructive—a rare
combination! 

Are there any drawbacks to pursuing this course of action? Only one. That is, reading
this book and implementing the practices and procedures outlined therein is not the end, but
only the beginning. That is the rub with providing supports that promote self-determination.
People’s preferences change. They want new and better jobs. Access to employment leads to
greater demands for supporting people to live in their communities, to become home owners
and contributing members of that community, and so forth. Of course, it is not really our
choice, is it? Not following this course of action is not really an option. Fortunately, this
course is both the right and effective path. So, read on and then lead on!

Michael L. Wehmeyer, Ph.D.
Beach Center on Families and Disability

University of Kansas, Lawrence
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Preface

Self-Directed Employment: A Handbook for Transition Teachers and Employment Specialists
provides step-by-step instructions on how to infuse self-directed employment strategies into
your school transition or agency-supported employment program. First, you will read about
the evolving nature of employment supports for individuals with disabilities and the important
role that self-determination plays in this evolution. After the steps are stories and data demon-
strating the effectiveness of the Self-Directed Employment (SDE) methodology.

We realize that many of you reading this book are veteran teachers or employment spe-
cialists who want to enhance your existing self-determination practices. Others of you believe
that the strategies presented in this book require too much work, involve too much data col-
lection, or decrease the professional input you and your colleagues now give to the employ-
ment process. We ask you to approach the ideas in this book with an open mind and consider
the methods as tools to produce better outcomes. Then, after reading the book, think about
how you can infuse a few strategies from this book into your own program. 

Some of you reading this book will be new to the field or studying to enter your first
teaching or employment specialist position. Welcome to a very exciting and important pro-
fession in which your efforts will improve the quality of life for many individuals with dis-
abilities. As you read the chapters, reflect on your previous studies and notice how the pro-
cedures use the best of what the field currently knows about effective instruction. As you
begin your first position, find the strength needed to implement these procedures and do not
be overcome by the tendency to simply do what has been done in the past.

This book consists of five major parts: a general discussion about employment and self-
determination, assessment methodology, placement and follow-along methodology, data
analysis, and photocopiable forms. The first two chapters summarize community employment
and self-determination research. Chapter 3–7 present the steps for conducting an SDE assess-
ment. Chapters 8 and 9 present information on placement and on-the-job problem solving.
Chapters 2, 10, and 11 include case studies and summative data for the SDE methodology.
Finally, the appendix contains photocopiable forms that enable the user to copy and imple-
ment the SDE methodology in schools or supported employment programs. Readers can
download pictures from www.brookespublishing.com/picturebank to individualize the forms.

CHAPTERS 1 AND 2

Chapter 1, entitled “Get a Job,” discusses two major points. This chapter reviews the revolu-
tionary concept of community employment and explains how supported employment con-
sists of a set of methods, not just a type of employment outcome. The chapter also examines
the evolution of employment practices from the “get them any job” initial phase to self-
directed employment. Chapter 2 explains how and why self-determination powers the SDE
methodology presented in this book. Self-determination concepts from a macro and micro
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viewpoint are examined, followed by a discussion of two different self-determination defini-
tional strands. Next, a unifying understanding of self-determination is presented after exam-
ining several definitions.

CHAPTERS 3–7

Chapter 3, entitled “Getting Started: An Implementation Overview,” presents the SDE cur-
riculum and explains the choice management and self-management outcomes. The organiza-
tional schema explains how to use Chapters 4–9. Finally, an implementation reference guide
lists the forms needed to implement each curriculum objective. Chapters 4–7 explain the steps
for implementing the choice management assessment process. Each chapter details how to
complete each curriculum objective and fill out each form and compute results and provides
“What If?” questions and answers that offer solutions to the most common problems found
in implementing each objective. 

CHAPTERS 8–9

Chapter 8, entitled “Introduction to Section II. Goal E: Finding a Job Matching Skills and
Preferences,” explains placement and on-the-job problem solving. This chapter shows how to
engage individuals with disabilities in the placement process. It emphasizes achieving a match
between interests, skills, and job demands before and after the person accepts a new position.
Chapter 9, entitled “Introduction to Section II. Goal F: Solving On-the-Job Problems,” explains
how to apply basic self-management skills to adjusting to the demands of the work place. 

CHAPTERS 10–12

We established a SDE program at the University of Colorado at Colorado Springs to develop
and demonstrate the procedures described in this book. During the program’s 11 years, we
provided employment services to 751 youth and adults with severe disabilities, including indi-
viduals with mental retardation, traumatic brain injury, and mental illness. Chapter 10,
“Stories,” presents case studies. These real-life examples—with the names, identifying infor-
mation, and circumstances changed—show the SDE methods in action. A few case studies
describe situations that were not successful because they illustrate other variables (beside the
SDE methods) that can affect success. Chapter 11 presents summative results of the SDE pro-
gram from different points in time. Comparison between the SDE program and national
demonstration projects show that when individuals make their own choices and solve their
own problems using the SDE procedures, their results at least equal the results of efforts made
by professionals and often exceed professional accomplishments. Chapter 12 summarizes
ideas behind the SDE program.

APPENDIX

The appendix presents photocopiable forms used in Chapters 4–9. Purchasers are granted per-
mission to photocopy the individual forms in the appendix. Each site must purchase its own
book; master forms cannot be shared among sites. Electronic reproduction of any form is
prohibited, and none of the forms may be reproduced to generate revenue for any program or
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individual. Photocopies may only be made from an original book. Unauthorized use beyond
this privilege is prosecutable under federal law. You will see the copyright protection at the
bottom of each photocopiable page.

Most forms have two versions: a version that uses mostly words and a version that is illus-
trated. Use the text versions with individuals who can read, and the illustrated versions with
individuals whose disabilities are more severe. Many of the forms can also be adapted using
illustrations that you can download from the Brookes web site: www.brookespublishing
.com/picturebank. This option can help you increase the individualized nature of the program.

NOTE TO THE READER

We worked together for many years creating and implementing the strategies in this book. We
argued, laughed, and skied our way through the years. The time we spent together solving
problems and creating an effective employment agency represent a dynamic, exciting, and
vibrant part of our professional lives. We have all moved on to other professional positions,
but each of us carries on with the work we established together. 
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