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Direct Support Professional  
Certified Specialist Guidebook

Introduction
Direct support professionals are often described as “wearing many different hats”, 
meaning that DSPs often support people in many different aspects of daily life. To 
do so effectively, DSPs need a broad base of knowledge, diverse skills and a strong 
commitment to ethical practice. NADSP’s Initial (DSP-I) and Advanced (DSP-II) certifications 
allow DSPs to show the breadth of their knowledge and skills. This guidebook assumes that 
the reader is already familiar with the DSP-I and DSP-II certifications and has an interest in 
the next level of NADSP’s certification program, NADSP-Certified Specialist (DSP-III). 

Sometimes DSPs find that one of those hats fits more comfortably than the others. Due 
to the life circumstances of the people they support, the preference of their employer, 
or their own personal interests they begin to accumulate more experience in a particular 
aspect of direct support.  The DSP-III certification is designed to recognize DSPs who have 
become highly skilled in one of five direct support speciality areas recognized by NADSP. 
It allows already certified DSPs to demonstrate the depth of their knowledge and skills in 
one aspect of their work.

It is our hope that the formal recognition of these specialities will help people to find 
the DSPs who can support them most effectively, and help employers to better match 
DSPs with positions that require particular skill sets. For DSPs, we hope that the DSP-III 
certification will lead to new professional opportunities which benefit both the people 
they support and the DSPs themselves.

Thank you for your continued interest in national certification 
through the National Alliance of Direct Support Professionals.  
Best wishes to the DSPs who are continuing their professional 
development, and working toward becoming a Certified 
Specialist. 

Sincerely, 

National Alliance for Direct Support Professionals
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Purpose of the Guidebook
The NADSP Certified Specialist Guidebook was 
developed to: 

▪ Help DSPs and employers understand the NADSP 
certification program. 

▪ Explain what DSPs already certified at the DSP-II 
level need to do to obtain the DSP-III specialist 
certifications.

▪ Provide information and strategies that DSPs and 
employers can use to help DSPs to achieve the 
NADSP Certified Specialist (DSP-III) certificate. 

What is different at the  
DSP-III level?
Applicants for the DSP-III Certification will already have 
a great deal of experience with the application process 
for the NADSP Certification Program for Direct Support 
Professionals. Many aspects of the DSP-III process 
will be similar to what the applicant experienced at 
the DSP-I and DSP-II levels.  However there are some 
differences that the DSP-III applicant should be aware of. 

▪ The applicant must select one of five DSP speciality 
areas. The portfolio submitted will be based on 
the work the applicant has done related to this 
speciality area.

▪ The applicant must have completed 40 hours of 
training relating to this speciality area at the time 
of application, rather than the 100 hours of related 
instruction required at the DSP-I and DSP-II levels. 
Unlike the DSP-I and DSP-II levels, there is no 
requirement that the training used at the DSP-III 
level be currently accredited by NADSP.  Any training 
approved by the applicant’s employer can be used. 

▪ There will be three work samples required in a DSP-
III portfolio, rather than the four which are required 
at the DSP-I and DSP-II levels.
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▪ These three work samples will be each be based upon one of the three competency 
statements in the applicant’s chosen speciality area rather than one of the fifteen NADSP 
Competency Areas for Direct Support Professionals. All three competency statements for the 
chosen speciality area must be addressed in the applicant’s portfolio.

▪ While a DSP-I or DSP-II work sample was required to meet at least two skill statements, each 
DSP-III work sample must meet the initial two mandatory skill statements and at least two 
additional skill statements of the applicant’s choice.

▪ If they wish, a DSP can go through the DSP-III process more than once, and become certified 
in more than one speciality area.

Overview of the NADSP Certification Program  
for Direct Support Professionals
The NADSP Certification Program for Direct Support Professionals is comprised of the following 
levels:

NADSP-Registered (DSP-R)
This is the first level of certification offered by NADSP. The DSP-R is intended to recognize 
people who have entered the profession and desire to have careers in the field of community 
human services. There is no portfolio requirement at this level, as DSP-R is not intended to be a  
certification for which NADSP prescribes or sanctions DSP competence. Detailed information on 
this level of the certification program and how to apply for it can be found in the Direct Support 
Professional Certification Program Guidebook.

NADSP-Certified Initial (DSP-I)
The second level of certification recognizes Direct Support Professionals who have demonstrated 
competence that is measured and approved by the NADSP. This level requires the submission 
of a professional portfolio showing the applicant’s proficiency in four of the fifteen NADSP 
Competency Areas for Direct Support Professionals.

This certification sets this group of DSPs apart from other DSPs in that they have demonstrated 
skills that typical entry level DSPs would not have acquired. As the initial credential measuring 
competence in direct support practice, the DSP- I certification is the core of our certification 
program. Every DSP approved as a DSP- I has demonstrated skills and knowledge that 
enable them to practice high quality direct support. Detailed information on this level of the 
certification program and how to apply for it can be found in the Direct Support Professional 
Certification Program Guidebook.
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NADSP-Certified Advanced (DSP-II)
In the third level of NADSP’s certification program, DSPs submit a second portfolio that demonstrates 
their proficiency in four additional NADSP Competency Areas. A DSP certified at the advanced level 
has demonstrated their proficiency in eight of the fifteen NADSP Competency Areas for Direct 
Support Professionals. Every DSP approved as a DSP- II has demonstrated a wide range of skills that 
enable them to practice high quality direct support in a variety of settings. Detailed information on 
this level of the certification program and how to apply for it can be found in the Direct Support 
Professional Certification Program Guidebook.

NADSP-Certified Specialist (DSP-III)
The DSP-III Certificate is the focus of this guidebook. The DSP-III represents the fourth tier of 
certification for DSPs offered by the National Alliance for Direct Support Professionals. This certificate 
recognizes people who have already achieved DSP-R, DSP-I and DSP-II status and want to also achieve 
recognition for their specialized knowledge and skill in any of the following five areas:  

NADSP-Certified Specialist in Inclusion – This certification recognizes competence in supporting the 
inclusion of people receiving support services in the communities in which they live and work. These 
specialists understand why inclusion is important and have the skills to enhance inclusion of people 
receiving support services including: understanding their role in community inclusion, matching 
community resources with individual interests, building bridges within communities and utilizing 
natural supports.  (The competency statements for this speciality area can be found in Appendix B.)

NADSP-Certified Specialist in Health Support – This certification recognizes competence in 
supporting people utilizing community human services to make informed decisions related to their 
health. These decisions may be related to topics such as diet, exercise, and medical care. These 
specialists understand health-related issues across the lifespan and can effectively support people as 
they work with their healthcare providers.  (The competency statements for this speciality area can 
be found in Appendix C.)

NADSP-Certified Specialist in Employment Support – This certification recognizes competence in 
recognizing and understanding the value of work to all people and their role in the facilitation of 
positive work opportunities for those they support. Employment Support specialists help create 
these opportunities by using a combination of personalized job development, job coaching, and 
interpersonal skills to make employment a reality. (The competency statements for this speciality 
area can be found in Appendix D.)

NADSP-Certified Specialist in Positive Behavior Support – This certification recognizes competence 
in supporting people who may engage in challenging behaviors. These specialists are skillful in 
strategies that are safe, fair, compassionate, person-centered and effective in preventing and 
reducing challenging behaviors. (The competency statements for this speciality area can be found in 
Appendix E.)

NADSP-Certified Specialist in Aging Support – This certification recognizes competence in supporting 
people as they experience age-related changes.  These specialists are skillful in retirement planning, 
social networking, supporting aging-in-place, supporting people experiencing grief and loss, and end-
of-life support. (The competency statements for this speciality area can be found in Appendix F.)
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Overview of the Portfolio Process
DSP-III applicants will already have a great deal of experience with the portfolio process. As with 
the DSP-I and DSP-II portfolios, we hope the applicant will find the DSP-III portfolio process to be 
a worthwhile experience. It will be another opportunity to try new approaches and reflect on 
current practices in a way that benefits the people they support, their organizations and the DSPs 
themselves.

Similar to the DSP-I and DSP-II levels, applicants for DSP-III will submit a portfolio containing work 
samples and other material demonstrating their high-quality direct support work. Each DSP-III work 
sample will have a format similar to the DSP-I and DSP-II work samples, including both a reflective 
statement and evidence of the work they completed. 

While the DSP-III portfolio process may seem very familiar to a DSP who has already submitted a 
DSP-I and DSP-II portfolio, there are some differences as well. One difference is in the number of 
work samples. Three work samples are required in a DSP-III portfolio, rather than the four required 
at the DSP-I and DSP-II levels. These work samples will be each be based upon one of the three 
competency statements in the applicant’s chosen speciality area rather than one of the fifteen 
NADSP Competency Areas for Direct Support Professionals used at the DSP-I and DSP-II levels. Finally, 
rather than the DSP-I and DSP-II requirement of meeting at least two skill statements, each DSP-III 
work sample will be expected to meet the initial two mandatory skill statements and at least two 
additional skill statements of the applicant’s choice.

Electronic vs. Physical Portfolios
There are many advantages to creating a portfolio in an electronic format. Since there is no need 
to purchase physical materials, electronic portfolios are often less costly to produce.  Electronic 
portfolios can be easily copied or shared with peers or mentors that are reviewing and proofreading 
the portfolio without the applicant losing control of the original. They are also typically easier to edit 
and update when changes are needed. 

While NADSP prefers that portfolios be submitted electronically, paper portfolios are also accepted. 
NADSP must convert paper portfolios into an electronic format prior to review.  For this reason a 
paper portfolio must be submitted on single-sided, letter-sized copy paper held together with a single 
binder clip. Portfolios containing materials such as staples, paper clips, sheet protectors, tape, card 
stock, glitter, glued items or scrapbooking materials cannot be processed by NADSP.

If submitting a paper portfolio, applicants should make copies of their portfolio to keep for 
themselves prior to submission. Submitted portfolios become the property of NADSP and will not be 
returned to the applicant. 
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Authentic Work Samples
An applicant for the DSP-III certificate must submit a portfolio which includes three 
work samples. A work sample is an example of the applicant's work that demonstrates 
competence in their chosen speciality area. Each of the three work samples must 
demonstrate a different competency statement within the speciality area, so each of the 
three competency statements must be addressed in the applicant’s portfolio. (The complete 
list of competency statements for each speciality area can be found in Appendices B-F.) 

Each competency statement is followed by a list of skill statements describing ways that DSPs 
can demonstrate this competency. Each work sample in the applicant’s DSP-III portfolio must 
demonstrate the two initial skill statements (which are flagged as Mandatory) and at least 
two additional skill statements (which are not flagged as Mandatory). The work sample must 
also be consistent with the overall language for the competency statement and the NADSP 
Code of Ethics.

The authentic work samples are the most important part of an applicant’s portfolio.  While 
all elements of the portfolio are reviewed, only the work samples will be scored by the 
review team.  Work samples can be an example of work the applicant has done in the past 
or work the applicant undertakes specifically to include in their portfolio.  The work included 
in the portfolio should be examples of the applicant’s best work. In other words, the three 
work samples included in each portfolio should represent three examples of the applicant 
creating quality at the point of interaction.

Each of the work samples must include evidence of the work which the applicant completed. 
This evidence should show the applicant’s skill in the associated competency. Evidence 
can be provided in a variety of forms, including photographs, video or audio recordings, 
documentation, communication logs, or journal entries. 

Each work sample must also include a reflective statement from the applicant of 
approximately 1,000 words. The reflective statement is a narrative that explains the 
included evidence, and puts it into context.  It should include a description of applicant’s 
work, what they learned from completing this work; how they interacted with the people 
they supported, other DSPs, or community members; the outcomes of their work in this 
competency; and how they integrated concepts from their training or education into their 
work. The applicant should also write about how they measured the effectiveness of their 
work, and reflect on how they might continue to grow in this competency. Essentially, 
a reflective statement is the story behind the work sample, told from the applicant’s 
perspective.

This document is called a reflective statement because the applicant’s reflection on their 
own work is key to NADSP’s evaluation of the work sample. This is a different style of writing 
than the approach that a direct support professional might use in documentation.  While 
only the observed facts are typically included in documentation, in a reflective statement the 
writer’s thoughts and feelings are an important part of the narrative.
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Confidentiality
When discussing another person in one of your work samples, you have two options:

▪ Remove all identifying information (change names, redact documents, obscure faces in 
photographs, etc.)

▪ Get the person’s permission in writing.

• If the person in question has a legal guardian, you must have written approval from the 
guardian as well.

The NADSP Code of Ethics requires that DSPs safeguard and respect the confidentiality and privacy 
of the people they support. Failure to do so in a work sample will result in an automatic Practice 
rating.

Training and Employment Requirements
DSPs applying for NADSP-Certified Specialist (DSP-III) status must complete 40 hours of employer-
approved training in their speciality area. Unlike the DSP-I and DSP-II related instruction hours, 
there is no requirement at the DSP-III level to use NADSP-accredited training programs. Any 
employer-approved training material related to the speciality area can be used. Additional 
hours can be completed by participating in discussions of these trainings with mentors or peers. 
Documentation of these training hours must be included in the DSP-III portfolio.

DSPs applying for NADSP-Certified Specialist (DSP-III) status must have one year of continuous and 
current employment related to the speciality area at the time of application.  The connection of 
the applicant’s employment history to the chosen speciality area should be clearly shown on the 
resume included with the DSP-III portfolio.

The Role of Mentors and Cohorts
Many applicants find it very helpful to meet regularly with other professionals to discuss both the 
progress they are making and the challenges they are facing in completing their work samples. 
DSPs who are trying to build a portfolio on their own are likely to find the process to be more 
challenging than those who have the support of others. Skills mentors and cohorts play a vital role 
in helping applicants to successfully develop a portfolio. 

A skills mentor is a fellow professional who agrees to assist an applicant through the certification 
process. An applicant might ask a supervisor, administrator, trainer, or previously certified DSP 
to act as an their skills mentor. Mentors can act as critical reviewers of the applicant’s writing, 
helping them to clearly describe and reflect on their accomplishments. Mentors can sometimes 
be especially helpful in navigating the organizational policies, procedures and personalities which 
might affect an applicant’s work sample. 

A cohort is a group of applicants supporting each other as they work toward their shared goal 
of achieving a certification.  Regular cohort meetings give applicants an opportunity to discuss 
the accredited training material and how to apply ideas from the training on the job. Often such 
discussions can become the inspiration for a work sample.
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Applying for the NADSP-Certified Specialist  
(DSP-III) Certification
An NADSP DSP-III portfolio will be similar in format to the DSP-I and DSP-II portfolio, but there are 
some differences that should be noted.  A DSP-III portfolio will contain the following elements:

 Title Page: A cover page that contains information to identify the applicant.  The title page 
typically includes the applicant’s name, address, phone number, and email address as well as the 
name, address, phone number and website of the organization employing the applicant.

 Table of Contents: An organizational page that shows how sections are arranged and the 
pages where sections are located.  For electronic portfolios, this element may be replaced with 
hyperlinks to other parts of the portfolio, or a well-organized directory structure.

 Completed NADSP-Certified Specialist Application Form (see Appendix A).

 Statement of Professional Commitment: Provides the reviewers with a statement of the 
applicant’s professional goals and personal views on community human services. This statement 
can be updated (if necessary) from the statement used for the DSP-II portfolio.

 Resume:  An organized summary of the applicant’s work history, including the places worked and 
positions held within specific organizations. At the DSP-III level, it is important that this resume 
clearly show that the applicant has at least one year of continuous and current work experience 
related to their chosen speciality area.

 Communication of Support: At least one letter (or other communication) of support from a 
person the applicant supports, or in some situations, a family member or guardian. 

 Commitment to the NADSP Code of Ethics: A signed and dated re-commitment agreeing to 
continue to adhere to NADSP’s Code of Ethics (see Appendix A).

 Authentic Work Samples with Reflective Statements:  A set of three samples of the applicant’s 
hands-on work that demonstrates competence in all three NADSP competency statements for 
the chosen speciality area. Each work sample includes evidence of work sample completion and 
reflective statements describing the process of completing the work, including the applicant’s 
thoughts and feelings about the work they are submitting. The applicant’s reflection on their own 
work is key to NADSP’s evaluation of the work sample.

 Releases of Information: Permission forms from individuals identified in the portfolio (or a 
guardian if one has been appointed) indicating what information may be shared with NADSP. If no 
permission is granted, all identifying information must be removed.  This may involve referring to 
the individuals by a different name, redacting documentation, and blurring or obscuring faces in 
photographs. 

 Training/Education Records:  Documentation of the applicant’s training/education from an 
NADSP accredited program and related activities demonstrating that she or he has met the 
requirement of 40 hours of employer-approved instruction in topics related to the chosen 
speciality area. The training completed at the DSP-III level does not need to be from a program 
accredited by NADSP.

The application fee of $100 should be paid upon portfolio submission. NADSP will not begin the 
portfolio review process until payment is received. The payment for portfolio review is not refundable.
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Submitting  
your  

Portfolio

Portfolio Submission
Applicants are encouraged to review their completed portfolio carefully prior to submission. 
Applicants should also consider having someone else, such as a mentor or peer, review their 
portfolio before sending it in. Please make sure that all components of your application are 
present, including the payment for the portfolio review. 

Links to electronic portfolios should be sent to: 

tmoyer@nadsp.org 

Physical portfolios should be sent to: 
Certification 
National Alliance for Direct Support Professionals 
1971 Western Avenue, #261 
Albany, New York 12203

Paper portfolios must be submitted on single-sided, letter-sized copy paper held together with a 
single binder clip. Portfolios containing materials such as staples, paper clips, sheet protectors, 
tape, card stock, glitter, glued items or scrapbooking materials cannot be processed by NADSP.

Portfolio Evaluation, Scoring and Feedback
NADSP will complete an initial check for completeness of your portfolio within 6 weeks after the 
application packet was received at NADSP.  Only complete portfolios containing all the required 
components will be forwarded to a review team. If you are missing portfolio items, you will be 
asked to submit the missing materials. 

NADSP-trained portfolio reviewers will carefully review your application, giving close attention 
to your portfolio’s work samples. NADSP’s portfolio reviewers are based all across the United 
States. 

The NADSP review team will assign one of the following three ratings to each of your three work 
samples:

▪ Practice-this rating indicates the work sample shows a basic level of knowledge and skill in 
the competency area necessary to be somewhat effective in the direct support role.

▪ Proficient-this rating indicates the work sample shows mastery of a sufficient level of the 
knowledge and the skill standards in this competency area necessary to be moderately 
effective in the direct support role.

▪ Advanced-this rating indicates the work sample shows full mastery of the knowledge and 
skill standards in this competency area necessary to be highly effective in the direct support 
role.
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As was the case for the DSP-I and DSP-II levels, a DSP-III portfolio must contain no more than 
one work sample scored at the Practice level in order for the certificate to be awarded. At the 
DSP-III level, a Practice rating is typically given for one of the following reasons:

▪ The work sample does not demonstrate the two mandatory skill statements for the 
identified competency statement.

▪ The work sample does not demonstrate at least two additional skill statements 
associated with the identified competency statement (or is clearly inconsistent with the 
overall language of the competency statement).

▪ The work sample describes actions by the applicant that are not in line with the NADSP 
Code of Ethics (including the tenet on confidentiality). 

▪ The work sample contains insufficient evidence of the applicant’s skill level. (For 
example, the evidence would be considered insufficient if the applicant included 
only a single log entry, a single picture, or a single incident report describing a minor 
incident. The evidence would also be insufficient if it is submitted in the form of illegible 
documents or electronic files that cannot be opened by the reviewer.)

▪ The reflective statement does not contain any reflection on the applicant’s work.

Within ninety days of NADSP’s receipt of the portfolio, the applicant will be notified of 
the reviewers’ decision. This information will be sent electronically and will include the 
reviewers’ summary, which explains the scoring of each work sample, and describes both 
strengths and areas for development based on the review.

If the applicant did not achieve the certification, the reviewers will include specific feedback 
about how the portfolio can be improved, and may suggest changes the applicant might 
consider in their approach. Making these improvements will enable the applicant to 
achieve the certification when they re-submit their portfolio. Applicants may re-submit 
their portfolios for consideration up to two times in a calendar year. An additional $50 fee 
is required for each revision review. If the applicant does not achieve certification after the 
second revision attempt, they must wait a period of twelve months, and re-submit a new 
portfolio at the full cost for the application fee. 

After the email notification, a successful applicant will receive, via U.S. Mail, a personalized 
certificate and lapel pin recognizing their achievement. (Please note that NADSP cannot 
mail these materials to a P.O. Box). NADSP views DSPs who have achieved the NADSP 
certifications as leaders in the human service field. We look forward to working with certified 
specialists as they continue to demonstrate the value of high quality direct support.
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Re-certification
The requirements for recertification at the DSP-III level are the similar to those at the DSP-I and 
DSP-II levels, but with the additional requirement that at least five of the continuing education 
hours be related to the DSP-III’s speciality area. (If a DSP-III has been certified in multiple speciality 
areas, they must have at least five hours related to each of the speciality areas they wish to be re-
certified in.) The following is a list of requirements for NADSP Specialist Certification renewal that 
must be met every two years after NADSP Specialist Certification has been awarded: 

▪ The completion of 20 hours of continuing education in the area of community human services 

• Documentation of the completion of all continuing education is required (The date(s) 
and topic or title of the training, number of training hours, and the name and title of the 
presenter/trainer), but Continuing Education Units (CEU's) are NOT required.

• The training must have been completed during the two year period since the most recent 
certification.  

• Up to 8 hours can include employer-required re-certifications. Examples might include: 

• CPR

• First Aid

• Abuse and neglect or mandated reporter trainings

• Medication administration

• Required training/education on behavior support and intervention

• Required safety trainings such as blood-borne pathogens or fire safety 

• The remaining 12 (or more) hours may include advanced professional development 
courses of the applicant’s choosing, for example: 

• Participation in local, state, and national I/DD conferences, including the NADSP Annual 
Conference. 

• Online course completion on topics pertaining to human services 

• College coursework completion on a relevant topic in human services.

• Completion of workshops or webinars offered by professional human service 
organizations on relevant topics, including those offered by NADSP.

• Regardless of their source, at least 5 of these hours must relate to the DSP-III’s chosen 
specialty area. If a DSP-III has been certified in multiple speciality areas, at least 5 training 
hours must relate to each speciality area.

▪ Signed and dated re-commitment to adhere to the NADSP Code of Ethics. 

▪ Fee: $50.00
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NADSP Application Form

FormsAppendix A

Direct Support Professional Information
Date of Application: Check Level of Certification:  DSP-R ( New or  Renewal) 

    DSP-I ( New or  Renewal)

       DSP-II ( New or  Renewal)

       DSP-III (Specialist) ( New or  Renewal)

       FLS ( New or  Renewal)

First Name: ________________ Middle Name: _____________ Last Name:  ____________________________ 

Address 1: ____________________________________________________________________________

Address 2: ____________________________________________________________________________

City:___________________________________State: ____________ Zip Code: _______________________

Date of Birth: _______________________Phone: _____________________Cell: ______________________

Email (as available):  _____________________________________________________________________

DSP Employment History:  __________________________________________________________________ 
(enter the number of years and months you have worked as a Direct Support Professional)

Current Employer Information (to be completed by an Employer Representative)

Name of Current Employer (Agency provider or person/family who self-directs supports): _________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

Employer Address 1:________________________________  Length of Applicant's Employment: ______________

City:________________ State: ____ Zip Code:___________  Date of Hire: _____________________________

Employer Address 2:________________________________  Continuous employment:  Yes  No:

City:________________ State: ____ Zip Code:___________  
If No, explain gaps:

 _________________________

Phone: ___________________ Fax: __________________  Website Address: __________________________

Name of Employer Representative: _____________________________________________________________

Phone: _____________________________________ Email:  _____________________________________

*NADSP communications are sent via email, so please include your email

Where should award package be mailed:  Employer  DSP
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NADSP Code of Ethics Form

Person-Centered Supports:
As a DSP, my first allegiance is to the person 
I support; all other activities and functions I 
perform flow from this allegiance.

Promoting Physical & Emotional  
Well-Being:
As a DSP, I will commit to promote the 
emotional, physical, and personal well-being 
of the people I support. I will encourage growth 
and recognize the autonomy of those receiving 
support while being attentive and energetin 
reducing the risk of harm.

Integrity and Responsibility:
As a DSP, I will support the mission and 
vitality of my profession to assist people in 
leading self-directed lives and to foster a 
spirit of partnership with the people I support, 
other professionals, and the community.

Confidentiality:
As a DSP, I will safeguard and respect the 
confidentiality and privacy of the people I 
support.

www.nadsp.org

Justice, Fairness and Equity:
As a DSP, I will affirm the human rights as well 
as the civil rights and responsibilities of the 
people I support. I will promote and practice 
justice, fairness, and equity for the people I 
support and the community as a whole.  

Respect:
As a DSP, I will respect the human dignity 
and uniqueness of the people I support. I will 
recognize each person I support as valuable 
and promote their value within communities.

Relationships:
As a DSP, I will assist the people I support to 
develop and maintain relationships.

Self-Determination:
As a DSP, I will assist the people I support to 
direct the course of their own lives.

Advocacy:
As a DSP, I will advocate with the people 
I support for justice, inclusion, and full 
community participation.

Name _______________________________________________________________________________________

Signature  ___________________________________________________________________________________

Date ________________________________________________________________________________________

Appendix D ...continued
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Questions to Prompt Reflection
The following questions can be used to help applicants reflect on each of their work samples.  Do not include 
this worksheet in the portfolio. The applicant’s answers to these questions should be incorporated into the 
narrative of the reflective statement included with each work sample.

What did I learn from doing this work? _____________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

How is this work tied to the NADSP Competencies and the skill statements I am targeting? ____________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

How does this work relate to the NADSP Code of Ethics? _______________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

How does this work connect to the related instruction and other training I have received?

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

How do I know that my work is effective? ___________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

How can I continue to develop my skills in this area? __________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

What is the impact of this work on myself, my co-workers, my organization, and the people I support?

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________



16 NADSP Direct Support Professional Certified Specialist Guidebook

DSP III – Specialist in Inclusion Competencies

Competency Statement # 1: Community Connecting 
The competent DSP Specialist in Inclusion enhances and facilitates participant opportunities to make 
community connections by having knowledge of the person's interests and support needs, knowing 
the community in which the person lives, and providing supports necessary for active participation. 

Skill Statements
A. Uses knowledge of a person’s interests, strengths, and support needs to support active 

involvement in the community. (Mandatory)

B. Demonstrates knowledge of inclusive community activities and events near the home(s) of 
the people using support. (Mandatory)

C. Researches, develops and maintains information on community activities, events, clubs, and 
other resources relevant to including individuals using supports in the community. 

D. Facilitates community connection and inclusion by providing the supports needed for the 
person to be an active participant and develop relationships. 

E. Provides supports necessary for a person to participate in integrated settings based on 
individual preferences. 

F. DSP is an active, contributing member of the community along with the person being 
supported and as such serves as an advocate, role-model (for interaction, dress, etc…), and 
community educator. 

G. Ensures opportunities for people to experience a variety of social roles (For example, co-
worker, son/daughter, choir member, coffee shop “regular”, baseball fan, etc.) by supporting 
people to pursue social activities and roles of interest. 

H. Uses a variety of methods including volunteering, frequenting, networking, and joining to 
assist people in making community connections. 

I. Supports inclusion on a daily basis by planning, preparing, and following-up. 

J. Demonstrates knowledge of the social and procedural norms of activities and provides 
supports accordingly. 

K. Takes time to plan for and avoid barriers when working toward inclusion. 

L. Knows what to do when unexpected situations come up. Works to support the person’s 
comfort and success in the activity. 

Appendix B Resources
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Competency Statement # 2: Building and Maintaining Relationships 
The competent DSP Specialist in inclusion increases opportunities for the participant to 
enhance current relationships, meet new people, and maintain relationships over time. 

Skill Statements
A. Provides supports needed to identify community members/group members/

natural supports that can help the person be included (work, relationships, group 
participation, etc.).  (Mandatory)

B. Provides education and supports necessary for the person to have safe and 
healthy relationships. (Mandatory)

C. Recognizes and makes connections with people in a given community activity that 
can best support the person to become actively involved and meet others. 

D. Supports the person in initiating, maintaining, and changing family and friend 
interactions as he or she desires. Is friendly and welcoming to family and friends, 
knows and respects relationships norms, and respects the privacy of healthy 
relationships. 

E. Provides supports necessary for the person to successfully participate and interact 
with others during community activities. 

F. Provides frequent and regular opportunities for persons to participate in 
community events as individuals (i.e. not with “housemates”); Identifies and acts 
on chances for encouraging the use of natural supports. 

G. Supports people to use technology and social media to help people to enhance 
connections with family, friends, and people in their community.

Competency Statement #3: Promoting Natural Supports 
The competent DSP specialist in inclusion supports and advocates for the support of 
friends, family, and community resources in place of paid staff when possible. 

Skill Statements
A. Supports the strengthening of relationships with others, reducing the need for 

paid supports.  (Mandatory)

B. Assists the people he or she supports to foster, maintain, and grow their own 
social networks. (Mandatory)

C. Identifies personal strengths, positive attributes and goals that people he or 
she supports would bring to a relationship and uses this information to deal 
effectively with the their challenges related to closeness and intimacy (e.g., lack of 
privacy, low frequency of interactions, personal space and social boundaries, etc.). 
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D. Identifies the most important relationships in the lives of those being supported 
and uses this information to plan and support opportunities to broaden and 
deepen their social networks. 

E. Contributes observations about the person’s social network, and related support 
needs, when working with the person’s team and in planning meetings. 

F. Prepares for and minimizes common barriers to developing natural supports; 
Applies effective strategies in day-to-day practice and works with others to create 
effective, long-term supports in these areas. 

G. Helps people being supported maintain contact with friends and family members 
as desired and through a variety of means. (i.e., phone calls, letters, visits, etc.) 
to enhance family relationships and to deal constructively with their conflicts 
through advocacy and negotiation. 

H. Participates in agency reviews of policies and practices and makes 
recommendations to change those which interfere with friend and family 
relationships (e.g. advocates to eliminate a "call before visiting" policy; provides 
transportation to family members to visit, etc.) 

I. Advocates for the person to participate in various activities with the support of 
friends, family, and community members in place of paid staff as appropriate.

Appendix B ...continued
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Appendix C

DSP III – Specialist in Health Support Competencies

Competency Statement #1: Promoting Health 
The competent DSP Specialist in Health Support believes that people have the right to attain 
the highest standard of health. The competent DSP Specialist in Health Support facilitates and 
supports opportunities for persons to take control over and improve their health by embracing 
the principles of self-determination so that people are in a position of control over their health 
and well-being. 

Skill Statements
A. Enhances the capacity of people to express their health concerns.  (Mandatory)

B. Supports people in making informed healthcare decisions to improve the quality of care. 
(Mandatory)

C. Recognizes the importance of culturally appropriate health services. 

D. Understands health concerns that people experience due to chronic health conditions 
(immobility, altered postures, long term use of medications, poor nutrition, etc). 

E. Understands health concerns that people experience due to age related health 
conditions (incontinence, swallowing difficulties, sensory losses, adaptive behavior 
losses, cognitive declines, etc). 

F. Educates healthcare professionals about the unique needs of people with disabilities. 

G. Promotes and facilitates the utilization of adaptive equipment and assistive technology 
which supports greater independence and health satisfaction. 

Competency Statement #2: Supporting Health Behavior Change 
The competent DSP Specialist in Health Support facilitates opportunities for people to develop 
and maintain healthy lifestyles and to change their knowledge, attitudes and beliefs toward 
physical activity and nutrition. 

Skill Statements
A. Assists people to develop personal health promotion goals. (Mandatory)

B. Utilizes a variety of strategies to increase physical activity and promotes healthy 
nutrition. (Mandatory)

C. Develops, organizes and implements tailored health promotion activities that address 
environmental and cultural constraints. 

Resources
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Appendix C ...continued

D. Promotes access to information on healthy lifestyles provided in a variety of formats - 
written, video, web-based, etc. Identifies and supports community based health programs 
by encouraging them to welcome individuals with disabilities, e.g. local health clubs. 

E. Integrates health promotion in organizations and communities that support healthy living 
such as schools, churches, community centers, residential programs, etc. 

F. Collaborates with caregivers, coworkers and other professionals to develop a range of 
strategies to increase positive behavior change. 

G. Recognizes the influence and importance of how the person, his/her family and support 
professionals, service providers, environmental issues and community resources are inter-
connected and impact overall health behavior change. 

Competency Statement #3: Health Care Advocacy & Coordination 
The competent DSP Specialist in Health Support identifies challenges and barriers which often 
include an inability to obtain routine and preventative health, mental health and dental services; 
limited access to specialists; and health, mental health and dental service providers who deny 
or limit services to people because of biases, inadequate training, etc. The competent DSP-HS 
advocates for access to appropriate, timely, and effective health care services. 

Skill Statements
A. Advocates to ensure that people do not experience disability-related discrimination in 

decisions to provide, delay, deny or limit health care. (Mandatory)

B. Identifies barriers such as transportation, inaccessible facilities, untrained professionals, 
etc; and coordinates strategies to overcome barriers. (Mandatory) 

C. Researches and remains abreast of health care protocols for various chronic conditions, 
illnesses, etc. 

D. Identifies and utilizes appropriate health care and healthy lifestyle resources within the 
community when barriers are presented. 

E. Actively participates in agency activities that address health promotion including 
participating in agency development and review of health related policies and procedures.

F. Initiates strategic activities within the agency to create an organizational culture that 
considers health promotion a priority.
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Appendix D Resources

DSP III – Specialist in Employment  
Support Competencies 

Competency Statement # 1: Discovery 
The competent DSP-Specialist in Employment Support has the ability to involve individuals in 
their own planning process by person-centered planning, including the ability to assess goals, 
interests, past experience, learning styles, academic skills, assets, independent living skills, and 
needs (for example, transportation); and understands benefits planning including Social Security 
income and health benefits and their relation to working. 

Skill Statements
A. Uses a systematic and/or informal approach to get to know the person for whom 

employment is being sought by learning more about the person’s strengths and interests 
in multiple environments: home, work, social, community, familial, and spiritual.  
(Mandatory)

B. Engages in discussions with the person and their team about the impact of employment 
and benefits on the person and on their financial situation including how the Ticket to 
Work, PASS and medical assistance work incentive programs can increase a person’s 
access to employment. (Mandatory)

C. Uses tools to create a plan or map with the person on how to progress through the 
discovery process. 

D. Demonstrates working knowledge of various assessment tools and strategies and the 
ability to complete environmental scans and create ecological inventories. 

E. Documents activities, actions, and tasks for team members. Encourages and expects 
participation and engagement of all team members. 

F. Understands how to use information from assessments including any potential need for 
accommodations and assistive technology. 

G. Encourages and participates in benefits counseling to ensure they are using the benefits 
they are entitled to, including waivers, SSI, SSDI, or VA benefits, etc. 

H. Engages in discussions with the person and their team about the impact of benefits, 
both positive and negative, on the person and their financial situation. 

I. Is familiar with the key elements of self-advocacy and how this important skill can help 
those served in vocational/employment settings to speak up for their wants and needs.

J. Demonstrates several attempts to eliminate barriers for person served. 

K. Identifies work life balance issues.
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Competency Statement # 2: Job Development 
The competent DSP-Specialist in Employment Support understands various approaches to 
employment including customized, supported and integrated employment; demonstrates 
professional communication and interactions with employers; facilitates job readiness skill-
building and assesses employability strengths/barriers; teaches job search skills, including use 
of technology and the Internet; is able to match individuals with appropriate jobs and careers, 
including job analysis and skills standards; involves employers in the preparation process; 
conducts job analysis, matching, customizing, and job carving, including accommodations, 
supports, and modifications. 

Skill Statements
A. Works with the individual and their team to find appropriate jobs and careers, 

involving employers in the process, in such ways as: customized and integrated/wage 
employment, job analysis, work site evaluations, and job carving. (Mandatory)

B. Utilizes a variety of strategies to find or customize a job which is a good match for the 
individual through such inventories as job preference, individual, and/or job skills. 
(Mandatory)

C. Assesses and develops soft skills: interpersonal skills, problem solving, decision making. 

D. Demonstrates professional communication and interactions with employers and other 
stakeholders. 

E. Teaches job search skills, including use of technology and the Internet 

F. Describes reasonable accommodations including assistive technology devices, 
augmentative communication, personal care assistance, worksite modification, and 
universal design. 

G. Collects stakeholder satisfaction data by gathering regular feedback from the individual, 
employer, supervisor, etc. 

H. Assists the person in setting up, conducting, and analyzing interviews with businesses 
and/or managers. 

Appendix D ...continued
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Competency Statement # 3: Job Coaching 
The competent DSP-Specialist in Employment Support will demonstrate the ability to provide 
job skills support to the individual and promote independence; to ask for help and assistance 
when needed; has the ability to develop relationships and communicate effectively with 
employers; demonstrates effective customer service skills; and has the ability to mediate/
resolve conflicts. 

Skill Statements
A. Supports the individual by teaching the skills required in the workplace using 

teaching methods adapted to the learning style of the individual he or she supports. 
(Mandatory)

B. Helps the individual to move toward greater independence in the workplace, fading 
out in favor of increased skill, natural supports or assistive technology whenever 
appropriate. (Mandatory)

C. Supports the individual in the completion of the tasks required by their employment 
without taking responsibility away from the individual. 

D. Demonstrates an ability to communicate effectively and professionally with employers, 
potential employers, colleagues, and the individuals they support through both written 
and verbal communication. 

E. Maintains a professional relationship with the individuals he or she supports and makes 
an ongoing assessment of their job satisfaction. 

F. Maintains a professional relationship with employers, collaborates with the employer 
to adapt the job and the environment, and serves as an advocate for the individual 
receiving supports. 

G. Shows knowledge of the industries he or she is providing job coaching in, or 
demonstrates the ability to research the necessary information. 

H. Demonstrates understanding of the information technology present in the workplace, 
and supports the individual in its use as needed. 
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Appendix E Resources

DSP III – Specialist in Positive Behavior  
Support Competencies 

Competency Statement #1: Collecting Data 
The competent DSP Specialist in PBS data collection will be able to observe, record, and analyze data 
to inform an understanding of the behavior and strategies to support the person. 

Skill Statements
A. Collect data using system appropriate methods to understand behavior and circumstances 

(frequency, duration, latency, interval recording, time sampling, permanent products). 
(Mandatory)

B. Recognize when criteria have been achieved and modify strategies in accordance with the 
procedures outlined in the behavior support plan. (Mandatory)

C. Define behavior objectively (in terms of what the individual says or does) 

D. Collect data on progress toward instructional goals (e.g., items correct, prompting levels) 

E. Gather data across relevant circumstances, times, places, and social conditions 

F. Record patterns surrounding behavior using appropriate instruments as designed (ABC 
recording, scatterplots, and other pattern analysis tools) 

G. Record fidelity data on plan implementation using appropriate instruments as designed 
Document changes in quality of life (e.g., community participation, social interactions) as 
indicated in the behavior support plan and person-centered or wraparound plan 

H. Recognize trends and intervention effects in graphed data and summary reports 

I. Request guidance from the plan author when progress is not occurring as anticipated 

Competency Statement #2: Implementing Interventions 
The competent DSP Specialist in PBS will be able to implement the key elements of Positive Behavior Support 
interventions including an understanding of person-centered values, inclusion, positive reinforcement, 
negative reinforcement, extinction, stimulus control, discriminative stimulus, and/or prompt. 

Skill Statements
A. Describe how behaviors can have multiple functions and apply the appropriate intervention 

within the PBS plan.  (Mandatory)

B. Implement interventions with fidelity/integrity, exactly as written in the Positive Behavior 
Support plan. (Mandatory)

C. Describe the importance of context and communicate contextual circumstances contributing 
to an individual’s behavior to the PBS professional. 

D. Operationally define each of the behaviors on the PBS plan. 
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E. Accurately define, describe, and give examples of setting/contextual events and antecedents. 

F. Accurately define, describe, and give examples of positive punishment and negative 
punishment, and describe the rationale for their exclusion from Positive Behavior Support 
plans in creating a schedule or calendar of activities for an individual, 1) skills targeted for 
improvement/development are scheduled to be addressed with sufficient frequency to 
promote their acquisition, generalization, or maintenance, and 2) the individual is enrolled in 
creating the schedule to the extent feasible and according to their person-centered plan and 
PBS plan goals. 

G. Ensure discriminative stimuli for desirable behaviors are salient for the person given their 
cognitive, physical, and sensory abilities. 

H. Deliver any required prompts within the scope of a prompt fading plan such that target 
behaviors will increasingly come under control of discriminative stimuli Identify age-
appropriate stimuli to be used as reinforcers for desirable behavior. 

I. Deliver verbal praise statements and other feedback in a manner consistent with the person’s 
age and the setting in which the feedback occurs.

J. Respond to challenging behavior as directed by the Positive Behavior Support plan, to 
promote a return to target desirable behaviors that will be reinforced 

K. Use antecedent, prompting, reinforcement, and error correction procedures to bring about 
acquisition and independent performance from the DSP.

L. Systematically schedule and fade ongoing observation and feedback so the DSP generalizes 
and maintains their implementation skills.

M. Collect implementation integrity/fidelity data.

N. Using integrity/fidelity data, provide formative and summative feedback during the training 
process, which should be used as a basis for positive comments and ongoing training plans 
needed to bring the DSP’s skills to expected level of competency.

Competency Statement #3: Comprehensive Lifestyle Planning 
The competent DSP Specialist in PBS will be able to demonstrate and act in accordance with the 
values of person-centered planning and self-determination when planning to improve the lifestyle of 
the person supported. 

Skill Statements
A. Describe how to use essential features of the person-centered planning process to participate 

in, and support the person during team brainstorming and action planning to improve quality 
of life. (Mandatory)

B. Review goals and objectives regularly to make sure interventions reflect person centered 
practices and self-determination.(Mandatory)

C. Assist individuals and their families to invite team members to the planning meeting Use 
verbal strategies for increasing the engagement of the individual and team.
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D. Actively communicate with the focus person and team between meetings about 
progress on lifestyle change.

E. Emphasize positive social skills, personality, and character traits of individual and team 
members during meetings.

F. Describe important elements of quality of life that are important to an individual.

G. Accurately interpret visual data related to lifestyle interventions.

H. Articulate the social and personality strengths for an individual and family.

I. Work collaboratively with the focus person and team to design meaningful lifestyle 
interventions.

J. Actively assess whether interventions are being implemented as designed.

K. Provide support, training, and supervision to new staff members learning lifestyle 
interventions Bring information related to lifestyle interventions to functional 
behavioral assessment meetings (when necessary).

L. Actively implement lifestyle goals and objectives with an individual on a daily basis.

M. Provide opportunities for self-determination and systematically provide choices to an 
individual throughout the day.

N. Use information about social and personality strengths to empower an individual and 
family across routines.

O. Schedule team meetings when lifestyle interventions are not being implemented 
effectively, and generate collaborative solutions.

P. Ensure individual and family preferences for meetings and goals are honored in 
meetings Bring individuals into conversation by prompting and reinforcement.

Q. Document interventions as agreed upon by the team and ask for clarification as needed.

NADSP Positive Behavior Support Authors: 
Matt Enyart: University of Kansas, Kansas Institute for Positive Behavior Support 

Rachel Freeman: University of Kansas, Kansas Institute for Positive Behavior Support 

Meme Heineman, PhD: Independent Consultant - PBS Applications 

Tim Moore, PhD: University of Minnesota, Institute on Community Integration 

Annie Smith: Lifeworks Services, Inc 

Valarie Oresto, PhD: Massachusetts Department of Developmental Services 
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Appendix F Resources

DSP III – Specialist in Aging Support Competencies

Competency Statement #1: Awareness of Age Related Changes and Aging in Place
The competent DSP Specialist in Aging Support will understand how aging affects a person’s physical and 
mental health and will be aware of, and document, such changes in the person receiving supports. The 
competent DSP will support a person to ‘age in place’ for as long as desired/possible.

Skill Statements
A. Demonstrate a basic understanding of normal and atypical aging process from a biological, social, 

and psychological perspective. (Mandatory)

B. Identify and document the use of a variety of environmental adaptations to support the person 
to ‘age in place’ and reduce the risk of falls and accidents. (Mandatory)

C. Assist and educate the person receiving support to remain as physically and mentally active as 
possible.

D. Understand age-related changes in diet, including issues with chewing and digestion, and sensory 
changes in smell and taste, and use person-centered approaches to support healthy eating.

E. Recognize and report the need for screening if changes in bladder control, changes in cognition, 
changes in self-care, changes in mobility and balance and/or changes in mood are observed.

F. Identify and document early signs of physical or mental decline including functional changes that 
may be early indicators of dementia.

G. Shows a basic understanding of cognitive decline (including early onset features), mild cognitive 
impairment, and dementia.

H. Demonstrate an understanding of best practices for providing day-to-day specialized dementia 
support.

I. Advocate for the person to "age in place" and remain in his/her own home as long as he/she desires.

J. Identify and document the use of a variety of assistive technology to maintain optimal 
independence and functioning while aging in place. 

Competency Statement #2: Lifelong Learning and Social Networking
The competent DSP Specialist in Aging Support will understand how supporting personal growth through 
learning and social networking positively impacts health and well-being.  The competent DSP will identify 
educational, recreational, and social opportunities that sustain lifelong interests and introduce new 
possibilities, including retirement planning.

Skill Statements
A. Identify formal and informal community resources for lifelong learning and engagement as well 

as the supports needed for successful participation, consistent with the person’s interests and 
choices. (Mandatory)

B. Recognize commonly held assumptions about aging that represent stereotypes and limit 
possibilities for lifelong learning and social opportunities. (Mandatory)
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C. Develop knowledge of relevant generic resources for learning and socialization, as well as 
community resources designed for elders.

D. Use person-centered planning methods to create transition strategies for individuals interested in 
retirement, including inclusive senior service networks and support systems.

E. Identify the supports and services needed for successful participation in new routines.

F. Provide a broad spectrum of options for each person that includes new learning opportunities based 
on individual capacity.

G. Assess community resources to determine how each person can be supported in new social 
environments. 

Competency Statement #3: Grief, Loss and End of Life Planning
The competent DSP Specialist in Aging Support will understand how to support a person as he/she confronts 
the realities of loss & grief.  The competent DSP will facilitate end of life planning for the aging person.

Skill Statements
A. Support the person through a variety of emotionally challenging situations involving commonly 

occurring loss & grief of family and friends. (Mandatory)

B. Facilitate a thoughtful person centered lifelong planning process including accessing financial,legal, 
and estate planning. (Mandatory)

C. Assist the person to engage in a thoughtful process that considers end of life care and, while 
planning, includes other people who are most important to the person.

D. Advocate for the person’s wishes for their end of life care, including preferences about healthcare, 
establishing a living will, healthcare power of attorney, and other legal considerations.

E. Shows an understanding of principles that allow a person to participate in normal actions and 
behaviors of mourning, especially those rituals that are culturally and religiously relevant including 
attending wakes and funerals.

F. Recognize the various types of loss that commonly occur as people age, such as losses related to 
leaving friends at work, losing the skills or ability to participate in activities, and loss of friends and 
family to death and document their impact.

G. Openly discusses death in a way that the person can understand and process it.

References:
National Task Group on Intellectual Disabilities and Dementia Practice. (2012). ‘My Thinker’s Not Working’: A National Strategy for 
Enabling Adults with Intellectual Disabilities Affected by Dementia to Remain in Their Community and Receive Quality Supports.

Sedlezky, L. (2010). The role of DSPs in the lives of aging adults with intellectual and developmental disabilities. Impact, 23(1), 20-21.

Tyler, C. (2011). Specialized Skills in Supporting Older Clients with I/DD. Ohio Developmental Disabilities Council.

The Rehabilitation Research and Training Center on Aging with Developmental Disabilities (RRTC/ADD)

http://www.rrtcadd.org/Resource/Publications/Info.html

Wilson, N., Stancliffe, R. J., Bigby, C., Gambin, N., Craig, D. & Balandin, S. (2012). Transition to Retirement: Creating opportunities for 
social inclusion. Frontline Initiative, 10(3), 7.  Available online at http://rtc.umn.edu/docs/FI-LaterLifeSupports.pdf
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Vision. Direct Support Professionals (DSPs) who support people in their communities are called upon to make 
independent judgments on a frequent basis that involve both practical and ethical reasoning. The people who 
assume this complex role must examine their own values and beliefs while honoring those of the people they 
support.

Purpose. A primary purpose of the DSP is to assist people who need support to lead self-directed lives and 
to participate fully in our nation’s communities. This emphasis on empowerment and participation is critical. 
There are numerous pressures coming from organizations, government, social policy, and societal prejudice 
that can shift focus and allegiance away from the people who are being supported. DSPs face ethical decisions 
on a daily basis and consistently feel the tension between the ideals of the profession and its practice.

In order to maintain the promise of partnership and respect that must exist in a supportive relationship, a 
strong ethical foundation is critical to help DSPs navigate the maze of influences that bombard them. The prej-
udices of society form powerful barriers, yet too often, the very social policies and service systems designed 
to help can create additional barriers that prevent many people with intellectual, developmental or physical 
disabilities from enjoying a rich and fulfilling life.

Mission. Therefore, it must be the mission of the DSP to honor the individual path suggested by the unique 
gifts, preferences, and needs of each person they support. DSPs will walk in partnership with the person, and 
those who are significant to them, toward a life of opportunity, well-being, freedom, and contribution. While 
other professional groups (such as doctors, nurses, service coordinators, and social workers) are directed by 
clearly defined criteria, the DSP is directed by the person they support. Therefore, the DSP must exemplify 
ethical practice, high standards, and creative vision as they partner with those they support in order to engage 
community and make everyday choices about their personal finances, physical well-being, social and intimate 
relationships, and employment. The entire landscape of a person’s life can change through ethical and inten-
tional direct support services.

Values, Skills and Knowledge. The knowledge and skills of community support practice must be joined with 
the ethical principles to create the environment needed to fully support people in making life choices. To do so 
effectively, we must all recognize DSPs as professionals who have values, skills, and knowledge that constitute 
a unique and important profession, and who can infuse these beliefs into practice. Furthermore, there must 
be a commitment to hiring, developing, and supporting DSPs to create a healthy sense of their own worth and 
potential. Direct Support Professionals must embrace their role to foster a spirit of cooperation and mutual 
responsibility with other DSPs regarding ethical practice.

Appendix G Resources
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Why The NADSP Code of Ethics 
In 2000, these issues led the National Alliance for Direct Support Professionals (NADSP) to bring to-
gether a national panel that included direct support professionals, self-advocates, family members, 
human service professionals and researchers to identify the kinds of ethical situations that direct sup-
port professionals face and to develop a set of ethical guidelines to address them. In 2016, the NADSP 
reconvened a new and diverse stakeholder group to review the language of our original document. 
The revised Code of Ethics has not changed in content, it remains to serve as a straightforward and 
relevant ethical guide, shedding light on the shared path to a self-directed life. It is intended to guide 
direct support professionals in resolving ethical dilemmas they face every day and to encourage them 
to achieve the highest ideals of the profession.

The NADSP Code of Ethics Challenge 
Direct support professionals, agency leaders, policymakers, and people receiving support are urged to 
read the Code of Ethics and to consider ways that these ethical statements can be incorporated into 
daily practice. The beliefs and attitudes expressed in the Code of Ethics are a cornerstone of the pro-
fession. This Code of Ethics is not the handbook of the profession, but rather a roadmap to assist us in 
staying the course of securing freedom, justice, and equality for all.

The Nine Tenets of the Code of Ethics 
Person-Centered Supports:
As a DSP, my first allegiance is to the person I support; all other activities and functions I perform flow 
from this allegiance.

Furthermore, as a DSP, I will:
 Commit to person-centered supports as best practice.

 Focus first on the person and understand that my role in direct supports will require flexibility, cre-
ativity and commitment.

 Recognize that each person is capable of directing their own life.

 Honor those who cannot speak by seeking other ways of understanding them.

 Recognize that the unique culture, social network, circumstances, personality, preferences, needs 
and gifts of each person I support must be the primary guides for the selection, structure, and use 
of supports for that person.

 Advocate with the person I support and others when the demands of the system override the needs 
of those I support, or when individual preferences, needs or gifts are neglected for any reason.

Promoting Physical and Emotional Well-Being:
As a DSP, I will commit to promote the emotional, physical, and personal well-being of the people I 
support. I will encourage growth and recognize the autonomy of those receiving support while being 
attentive and energetin reducing the risk of harm.

 Furthermore, as a DSP, I will:

 Develop a respectful relationship with the people I support that is based on mutual trust and main-
tains professional boundaries.
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 Understand and respect the values of the people I support and facilitate their expression of 
choices related to those values.

 Assist the people I support to prevent illness, avoid unnecessary risk, and understand their op-
tions and possible consequences that relate to their physical health, safety, and emotional well-
being.

 Partner with each person and their support network to identify areas of risk and create safe-
guards specific to these concerns.

 Challenge other support team members, such as doctors, nurses, therapists, coworkers, and fam-
ily members, to recognize and support the rights of people to make informed decisions even when 
these decisions involve personal risk.

 Be vigilant in identifying and reporting any situation in which the people I support are at risk of 
abuse, neglect, exploitation or harm.

 Address challenging behaviors proactively and respectfully. If aversive or deprivation interven-
tion techniques are included in an approved support plan, I will work diligently to find alterna-
tives and pursue the elimination of these techniques from the person’s plan.

Integrity and Responsibility:
As a DSP, I will support the mission and vitality of my profession to assist people in leading self-
directed lives and to foster a spirit of partnership with the people I support, other professionals, 
and the community.

Furthermore, as a DSP, I will:
 Be aware of my own values and how they influence my professional decisions.

 Maintain competency in my profession through learning and ongoing collaboration with others.

 Assume responsibility and accountability for my decisions and actions.

 Advance my knowledge and skills through ongoing professional development and lifelong learn-
ing.

 Seek advice and guidance on ethical issues from others as needed to inform decision-making.

 Recognize the importance of modeling valued behaviors to co-workers, people I support, and 
the community at-large.

 Practice responsible work habits.

Confidentiality:
As a DSP, I will safeguard and respect the confidentiality and privacy of the people I support.

Furthermore, as a DSP, I will:
 Seek information directly from those I support regarding their wishes in how, when and with 

whom privileged information should be shared.

 Recognize that confidentiality agreements are subject to federal and state laws and regulations, 
as well as agency policies.
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 Recognize that it may be necessary to disclose confidential information in order to prevent serious or 
imminent harm to the person I support or others.

 Seek out qualified guidance to help clarify situations where the correct course of action is unclear 
to me.

Justice, Fairness and Equity:
As a DSP, I will affirm the human rights as well as the civil rights and responsibilities of the people I 
support. I will promote and practice justice, fairness, and equity for the people I support and the com-
munity as a whole. 

Furthermore, as a DSP, I will:
 Assist the people I support to access opportunities and resources in the community that are avail-

able to everyone.

 Facilitate the expression and understanding of rights and responsibilities with the people I sup-
port.

 Understand the guardianship or other legal representation of the people I support, and work in 
partnership with legal representatives to assure that the person’s preferences and interests are 
honored.

Respect:
As a DSP, I will respect the human dignity and uniqueness of the people I support. I will recognize 
each person I support as valuable and promote their value within communities.

Furthermore, as a DSP, I will:
 Seek to understand the people I support today in the context of their personal history, their social 

and family networks, and their hopes and dreams for the future.

 Recognize and respect the cultural context (such as gender, disability, religion, sexual orientation, 
ethnicity, socio-economic class) of the person supported and his/her social network.

 Honor the choices, preferences, abilities and opinions of the people I support.

 Protect the privacy of the people I support.

 Interact with the people I support in a manner that is respectful to them.

 Provide opportunities for the people I support to be viewed and treated with respect and em-
braced as integral, contributing members of their communities.

 Promote the use of language that is respectful, sensitive and contemporary.

 Practice positive intention and transparency in my interactions.

Relationships:
As a DSP, I will assist the people I support to develop and maintain relationships.

Furthermore, as a DSP, I will:

 Advocate with the people I support when they do not have opportunities to build and maintain 
relationships.
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 Recognize the importance of maintaining reciprocal relationships and proactively facilitate 
relationships between the people I support, their family and friends.

 Assure that people have the opportunity to make informed choices in safely expressing 
their sexuality.

 Separate my personal beliefs and expectations regarding relationships (including sexual re-
lationships) from those of the people I support. If I am unable to separate my own beliefs 
and preferences in a given situation, I will remove myself from the situation and seek the 
assistance of a qualified coworker.

 Refrain from expressing negative views, harsh judgments, and stereotyping of people.

Self-Determination:
As a DSP, I will assist the people I support to direct the course of their own lives.

Furthermore, as a DSP, I will:
 Support the rights of individuals to lead self-directed lives, working in partnership with oth-

er members of the person’s support network.

 Promote self-determination in physical, intellectual, emotional, social and spiritual pursuits. 

 Honor a person’s right to assume risk in an informed manner.

 Recognize that each individual has potential for lifelong learning and growth.

 Celebrate, accept and learn from life’s rich experiences with people through triumphs and 
failures.

Advocacy:
As a DSP, I will advocate with the people I support for justice, inclusion, and full community 
participation.

Furthermore, as a DSP, I will:
 Support people to speak for themselves in all matters, and offer my assistance when need-

ed.

 Represent the best interests of people who cannot speak for themselves by partnering with 
the individual and their support team to gather information and find alternative means of 
expression.

 Advocate for laws, regulations, policies, and procedures that promote justice and inclusion 
for all people with disabilities.

 Promote human, legal, and civil rights for all people and help those I encounter to under-
stand these rights.

 Seek additional advocacy services when those that I provide are not sufficient.

 Seek out qualified guidance when I am unsure of the appropriate course of action in my 
advocacy efforts.

 Recognize that those who victimize people with disabilities must be held accountable.

Formally adopted by the NADSP Board of Directors • April 12, 2016
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