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Making Choices
S t u d e n t  R e s o u r c e  G u i d e :  S E S S I O N  1

O U T C O M E S

When you finish this session, you will be able to:

K E Y  W O R D S 

Approach 
behavior

S-1

  Identify reasons why making choices is 
important to individuals. 

  Identify reasons why offering choices to 
individuals is important to DSPs.

  Identify tools and strategies to support 
individuals to make choices.

  Describe possible non-verbal responses 
to choice-making opportunities.

  Describe how to honor and respect an 
individual’s choices. 

	 Identify choices that should be ad-
dressed during the person-centered 
planning process.

	 Key Word	 Meaning	 In My Own Words

An action that shows a prefer-
ence for an item or activity, 
such as smiling, reaching for, 
leaning toward, or looking at 
the item or activity.

Avoidance 
behavior

An action that shows an item or 
activity is not preferred such as 
frowning, or turning or pushing 
away from the item or activity.

Choice A statement of preference.  

Choice 
opportunity

A chance for an individual to 
decide between two or more 
items or activities.

Daily 
routines

The way an individual choos-
es to do everyday activities 
like sleeping and waking, hav-
ing meals, and bathing.

Neutral 
behavior

When an individual does not 
approach or avoid an item or 
activity.

Preferences Likes and dislikes. Choices that 
individuals make about things 
that are important to them.
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A C T I V I T Y

What Do You Want to Know?

Directions: Think about the topic of this training session. Answer the first two questions 
in the space provided below. You will come back to this page at the end of the session to 
answer the last question. 

What do you already know about choice making?

What do you want to know about choice making?

To be answered at the end of the session, during review: 
What have you learned about choice making?

S-2
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O p e n i n g  S c e n a r i o

Ben likes to stay up late to watch television. However, Dave, the administrator, has decided 

that all individuals living in the home should go to bed by 9:00 p.m. Dave says that having 

everybody in bed at the same time makes life easier for the staff. Each night after dinner, Ben 

gets in a bad mood and treats other individuals and staff disrespectfully. He resists getting 

ready for bed when Jeff, the DSP, asks him to do so. Instead of making life easier for the staff, 

the 9:00 p.m. bedtime and Ben’s resulting behavior is making Jeff’s life harder. Ben tells Jeff 

that he feels upset about the bedtime rule. It relaxes him to stay up late and watch funny 

television shows.

The Importance of Making Choices

Choices are statements of preference. 
Preferences are an individual’s 
likes and dislikes. Individuals with 

developmental disabilities have a right 
to make choices about things that are 
important to them, such as their home, 
relationships, community experiences, 
types of work, fun things to do, and how 
to be healthy and safe. There are many 
reasons why making choices is important 
for the individuals that you support. Most 
importantly, making choices increases an 
individual’s daily enjoyment. All of our 
lives are more enjoyable if we choose the 
things we do.

Individuals with developmental disabili-
ties say that making choices is important 
because it:

•	 helps them to be more independent and 
in charge of their lives.

•	 gives their lives meaning.

Choice opportunities are chances for an 
individual to decide between two or more 
items or activities. Providing choice op-
portunities to individuals is important to 
DSPs because it:

•	 helps build cooperative, collaborative 
relationships between the DSP and indi-
viduals, and between individuals living in 
the home. Cooperation and collaboration 
mean a better work environment for the 
DSP.

•	 helps them identify things that make 
learning new skills easier and more fun 
for individuals. For example, if an indi-
vidual wants to learn how to ride the bus, 
the DSP could ask them to choose where 
they want to go.

S-3

A C T I V I T Y

Today's Choices

Directions:  
•	 Take a couple of minutes to write down all of the choices that you made since waking up this 

morning.

1. What kinds of choices - big and small - do you make each day?
2. How would you feel if you didn't have these choices?
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Limited Opportunities to Make Choices

Most of us take choices for granted. 
For individuals with disabilities though, 
making choices cannot be taken for grant-
ed. Surveys and observations have shown 
that many people with disabilities make 

very few choices in their lives. It is the 
DSP’s responsibility to support individu-
als in making choices during the course of 
their daily lives.

Tools for Identifying Preferences

The Department of 
Developmental Services 
formed the Consumer Ad-
visory Committee to give 
individuals a voice about 
how they receive services.  

In 2005, the committee introduced “Mak-
ing My Own Choices,” a book that individ-
uals can use to tell DSPs and others what 
makes them happy and how they want to 
live their lives.  Using this tool, individuals 
can share their preferences about:

• their life at home

• spending time with friends, family 
        and staff

• what to do for fun

• participating in the community

• work life

• health and safety

You can print free copies of “Mak-
ing My Own Choices,” and the “Picture 
Sticker Book” that goes with it, at the 
Department of Developmental Services 
Consumer Corner website at www.dds.
ca.gov/ConsumerCorner/Publications.cfm.  
Think about laminating the stickers and 
placing Velcro squares on the back and 
in the “My Choice” boxes. This way, one 
book can be used many times with differ-
ent individuals.

S-4
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A C T I V I T Y

Using the “Making My Own Choices” Book 
to Learn About Individuals’ Preferences

Directions:  Pair up with a classmate. Read the “Instructions for Using this [Making My Own 

Choices] Book” on page S-6. Take turns playing the role of the DSP and the individual. Talk about 

what the individual would like their home life to be like. Select a sticker (from the ones given to you 

by the teacher) that is similar to the type of home the individual would like. Place that sticker in the 

blank space on the HOME page on S-7. Ask the individual questions about their choice and fill in 

their answers on S-7. When you are finished, discuss the following questions with the whole class.

1. Is this a tool you would use with the individuals in your home? Why or why not?
2. How could you use this tool with an individual who cannot talk?
3. What are some other ways to learn about an individual’s preferences?

S-5
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Strategies for Offering Choices

Making choices is a skill. Many of the 
individuals you support may not have 
learned this skill yet. DSPs can teach 
choice making skills. To support an indi-
vidual in making meaningful choices, you 
must provide opportunities for choice in a 
way that they can understand. For exam-
ple, some individuals can make a choice 
simply by answering a question such as, 

Figure 2.1

Strategies for Supporting Individuals with Different Levels of Choice-Making Skills

Vocal choice	 Vocal choice	 2-item choice	 2-item choice	 1-item choice 
(open-ended)	 (naming items)	 with pictures	 with objects	

Higher	 Lower

Level of Skill

Strategies

“What do you want?” Those individuals 
have higher-level choice-making skills; 
that is, they have good communication 
and other skills to make a choice in this 
way. If an individual is not able to use 
such skills, you must try different ways 
of offering choices. The following table 
shows some strategies.

You may need to try different strategies 
before an individual is able to understand 
the choices. For example, you might begin 
by asking the individual during leisure 
time in the evening, “What would you like 
to do?” (open-ended vocal choice). If the 
individual does not seem to understand, 
you might then ask, “Would you like to 
look at a magazine or listen to your ra-
dio (vocal choice, naming items)?” If the 
individual still does not understand, you 
might ask the same question while show-
ing them one index card with a picture of 
a magazine and another index card with 
a picture of a radio (two-item choice with 
pictures). If this strategy does not work, 
you might show the individual a magazine 
and radio and ask them to point to what 
they want (two-item choice with objects). 
For individuals who are not able to say 

or point to something they want, you 
must provide a choice opportunity in an 
easier way. In this case, you can offer the 
individual a magazine (one-item choice). 
Watch to see how the individual responds 
to the magazine to determine if they want 
the item. 

When presenting two-item choices to 
individuals, keep in mind an individual’s 
choice-making behaviors. For example, 
some individuals tend to always pick 
something that is presented on their left 
side. For this reason, it is important to 
change the side on which you offer items 
and activities. 

No matter what strategy is selected, it 
is important to give the individual time to 
respond based on his or her ability. Some 
of us need more time to think and decide 
than others.

S-8
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A C T I V I T Y

Choosing Strategies for Supporting Individuals 
with Different Levels of Choice-Making Skills

Directions:  Read the following scenario. Column one describes three individuals and their choice-

making skills. In column two, write down how you would offer breakfast choices based on each 

individual’s choice-making skills. Refer to Figure 2.1 on page S-9 if you need help. Your answers will 

be shared with the class.

Scenario:
You work during the morning shift and it is your responsibility to provide breakfast. 
You made pancakes and eggs because it was what was planned on the menu and the 
individuals enjoyed those foods in the past.

I would ask John an open-ended question 

such as, “What would you like to eat for 

breakfast?”

How you would offer the choice?Individual Choice-Making Skills

Example:

John has very good verbal skills. 

Diana has severe disabilities. She is unable 

to say or point to things that she wants.

Ed has some verbal skills, but seems 

confused when asked open-ended 

questions. 

S-9
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Approach, Avoidance, and Neutral Behavior

What clues might tell you 
about an individual’s prefer-
ence? When you present a 
one-item choice, watch the 

individual to see if he or she approaches 
or avoids the item. An approach behavior 
is an action that shows a preference for an 
item or activity, such as smiling, reaching 
for, leaning toward, or looking at an item 
or activity. When an individual approach-
es an item in this manner, you should give 
the item to them.

Instead of approaching an item pre-
sented, an individual might avoid the 
item. Avoidance behavior is an action 
that shows an item or activity is not pre-

ferred such as frowning, or turning or 
pushing away from the item. When an 
individual avoids an item, you should re-
move it and present something else. 

Sometimes an individual may not ap-
proach or avoid an item. This is called 
neutral behavior. If an individual shows 
neutral behavior you should allow the in-
dividual to try the item; that is, make sure 
the person knows what is being offered by 
touching, looking at, tasting, or using the 
item. Present the item again to check for 
approach or avoidance. If neutral behavior 
occurs the second time, the item should be 
removed.

Respecting Choices

When providing individuals with a 
choice opportunity, it is essential that you 
respect and honor the individual’s choice 
by:

• making sure you are able to provide 
        the individual with his or her choice 
        before you offer the choices.

• giving the individual the chosen item 
        or activity. 

Of course, choices may be limited 
based on the resources at hand. For exam-
ple, you cannot offer an individual orange 
juice for breakfast if there isn’t any orange 
juice in the house. 

One last thing: It is very 
important to respect the 
individual’s choices even 
when you disagree. This 
can be tough. It might mean 
you have to work harder to 
provide a choice or that you may worry 
more about the individual’s well-being. 
Nobody said being a DSP was easy! But 
respecting choices, especially when you 
disagree, shows the individual that you 
take seriously your role in supporting their 
quality of life as they define it.
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Finding Choice Opportunities During Daily Routines

Daily routines are the ways we choose 
to do everyday activities like sleeping 
and waking, having meals, and spending 
leisure time. Some choices during daily 
routines involve how to do an activity, 
such as take a shower or a bath. Other 
types of choices involve when, where, and 

with whom to do an activity. We make 
many types of choices everyday to make 
our days more enjoyable. The same is true 
for individuals. You should try to build as 
many choices as possible into the daily 
routines of the individuals you support.

A C T I V I T Y

Supporting Choices

Directions:  Read the following two examples of choices made by individuals.  As a class, discuss 

how you would support those choices.

Example #1:
An individual wants to go to a different church on Sundays than the rest of the group.

Example #2:
An individual wants to take a job at a nearby store. The hours are from 6:00 p.m. – 10:00 p.m., three 

times a week.

S-11
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S U M M A R Y

Think about an individual who you support. Pick one of their daily rou-
tines (for example, their routine when they get up in the morning or go to 
bed). First, think about the choices that you have offered that individual dur-
ing that routine before today. Then think about additional kinds of choice op-
portunities that could be created during that routine. Be prepared to discuss 
your thoughts with the class at the beginning of the next session.

P R A C T I C E  A N D  S H A R E

Supporting Major Lifestyle Choices

The choices described so far happen 
during an individual’s daily routine. Other 
types of choices affect an individual’s 
long-term quality of life. These are choices 
about major lifestyle changes, such as 
where and with whom to live and what 
job to do. 

We can help individuals make choices 
that may have a big impact on their lives 
by making sure our supports and services 
are person centered. As you will recall 
from the Year 1 training, person-centered 
planning is the process of focusing on 
supporting people with disabilities in 
making their own choices for everyday 

and major lifestyle decisions. 
Following the principles and 
practices of person-centered 
planning as much as possible 
gives individuals more control 
over their lives. Control means choos-
ing how one lives and choosing how one 
lives makes life much better for everyone. 
One way that DSPs can help individuals 
have more control over their lives is to use 
the information gathered from the “Mak-
ing My Own Choices” book to inform the 
person-centered planning process.

You will learn more about person-cen-
tered planning in the next session.

S-12

This session was about identifying and supporting individuals’ choices. 
The things that you learn about individuals’ preferences and choices can 
help during the person-centered planning process, a more formal way of 
learning about individual’s preferences, and planning how to support them 
in meeting their goals. In the next session, called Person-Centered Planning, 
we will learn more about this process.
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Session 1 Quiz

Making Choices

1.	 Individuals with developmental dis-
abilities say that making choices is 
important because

A)	 it is fun.

B)	 they do not usually get to make 
choices.

C)	 it is difficult.

D)	 it gives their lives meaning.

2.	 It is important for DSPs to provide 
opportunities for individuals to make 
choices because it

A)	 is required by the law.

B)	 helps build a cooperative relationship 
between DSPs and individuals.

C)	 gives DSPs more responsibilities.

D)	makes individuals behave the way 
they should. 

S-13

3.	 One way to learn about what makes 
individuals happy is to

A)	use the "Making My Own Choices" 
book and picture sticker book.

B)	 guess what is important to them.

C)	 ask the individual’s parents to tell you 
what makes them happy.

D)	read about individuals with 
developmental disabilities.

4.	 If an individual has good verbal 
skills, a good strategy for offering a 
choice is 

A)	ask them which item they want.

B)	 show them one item and watch for 
their non-verbal response.

C)	 name two items and ask them to 
point to the one they want.

D)	give them the item you prefer.

5.	 If an individual is not able to say or 
point to things they want, a good 
strategy for offering a choice is to

A)	ask them what item they want.

B)	 show them one item and watch for 
their non-verbal response.

C)	 give them the item you prefer.

D)	name two items and ask them to 
point to the one they want.

6.	 When an individual is given a choice 
between reading a magazine or lis-
tening to music, one possible non-
verbal response is for the individual 
to

A)	ask for something else.

B)	 say, “I want music.”

C)	 reach for the magazine. 

D)	say, “I want to read.”
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7.	 When an individual pushes away an 
item, she is demonstrating 

A)	verbal behavior.

B)	 approach behavior.

C)	 neutral behavior.

D)	avoidance behavior. 

8.	 One way to honor and respect an 
individual’s choice is to

A)	ask them to choose something else.

B)	 tell them you disagree with their 
choice.

C)	 give them a different item or activity 
than the chosen one.

D)	give them the chosen item or activity. 

9.	 An individual choice that should be 
talked about during the person-cen-
tered planning process is

A)	what the DSP wants for dinner.

B)	 who the individual should vote for.

C)	 what job an individual wants to have. 

D)	where the individual’s roommate 
wants to live. 

10.	One way for a DSP to help with an 
individual’s person-centered plan-
ning process is to

A)	 talk to other DSPs about the 
individual’s needs.

B)	 share knowledge of an individual’s 
preferences from using the "Making My 
Own Choices" book. 

C)	 share what you think the individual’s 
goals should be.

D)	not be a part of the planning process.
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