Self-determination, It’s for Everybody
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Do you remember when you graduated from high school or college and started out a new phase of your life, the adult phase?  You started looking for that new car, and after visiting four or five car dealerships, you decided to choose a ford mustang, the bright red one of course.  

Then you needed to get out of your mother and father’s house and find a place to live.  You loved your mother and father, but you needed to be on your own.  Should I live by myself, or see if my best friend and I could share an apartment, you pondered.  You choose to live by yourself and off you went looking at different apartments.  You really liked that one bedroom flat next to the park where you could go running every morning, and down went the deposit.

Then you concluded that you needed a job.  You studied the “Want Ads” and after interviews with several different job employers, you got offers from two.  Should I take the one that pays the most, or should I take the one that would be the most fun?  You choose the one that was the most fun.

So there you were, just starting your adult life, making your own decisions, and making informed choices to begin reaching out for your dreams.  You were for the first time self- determining your life, and you have been self-determining ever since. 

But what about the bad decisions you have made?  Do you remember them?  You know, when you bought all that furniture for the new apartment and put it on the old credit card.  Then you couldn’t make the monthly payments and thought, “maybe I should have taken the job that paid more.”  Then you had to sell that nice bright red car and get the used clunker.  Then you thought, “maybe I shouldn’t have bought all that new furniture.”

What about people with developmental disabilities?  How many people with developmental disabilities in Colorado are making their own decisions, and making informed choices to reach their dreams?  Do you think that those individuals living in group homes decided that was where they wanted to live?  Do you think that those living in group homes had any choice in the staff person who is in their house daily providing supports, and who they don’t much care for?  Do you think that individuals living in group homes have any choice in the house mates who come to live in the same home?  Do you think that individuals in day programs have any choice in their group recreation, whether to work or not, or what they would really like to do?  Do you think about it at all?

SELF-DETERMINATION, IT’S FOR EVERYBODY.  Do we value people with developmental disabilities so little that we deny them the opportunity to live where and with whom they wish, deny them the opportunity to hire and fire staff who provide their supports, and deny them the opportunity to make choices about whether or not to work, or where to work, or where and with whom to recreate?    Why are people with developmental disabilities forced to defer these decisions and choices to and for the convenience of others, instead of being able to follow their own dreams?  Will they make mistakes?  YES, just like everybody else.

This is the twenty-first century and everyone has the right to self-determination.  It is no longer morally or economically valid for others to control the lives of people with developmental disabilities and imprison them with the choices made by others.  

“···when power and control over human lives shifts (gradually and responsibly) from systems to the people themselves and their freely chosen allies, lives improve and better value is achieved for the dollars spent”  (Center for Self-Determination, Web-HomePage, www.self-determination.com).
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