
The Role of the
Direct Support Professional 

(DSP) 

Part 1

By: Regional Centers for Workforce Transformation 

A competency-based approach & overview of the Role of the Direct Support Professional (DSP) in 
supporting people with Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities (I/DD).



• Please bring with you an open 

mind and willingness to learn!

• A pen or pencil and a few sheets of 

paper for learner notes. You can 

also take notes on your computer 

as you go, if you prefer that

Materials Needed & Expectations

• There are two assessments (1 pre and 

post) and a few videos and learning 

activates built in

• The recommendation is all activity 

pages, and assessments go to a 

designated person with-in the 

organization. (i.e. training dept. or 

Frontline Supervisor) to help with 

tracking & development strategies 

related to Direct Support Professional 

(DSP) Core Competency training, and 

evaluations



Leaner Objectives

1. To become familiar with the Office for People with Developmental Disabilities 
(OPWDDs) Direct Support Professional (DSP) Core Competencies

2. To become familiar with the National Alliance for Direct Support Professionals 
(NADSP) Code of Ethics and learn to identify and define the values associated 
with the role of the DSP

3. To learn The Custodial Model vs the Support Model in the evolution of the Role 
of the DSP 

4. To gain a foundation of Person Centeredness and Language 



OPWDDs DSP Core Competencies 

and the NADSP’s Code of Ethics 

• As a standard practice, you will see references, crosswalks and connections to 

the OPWDD DSP Core Competencies and NADSP’s Code of Ethics 

throughout each training module offered by RCWT



The Role of the DSP: 
What Competencies are in this course?

All 7 Goal Areas and 23 

Competencies 



.   

Pre- Assessment  

1. True or False 
The DSP position requires technical and value-based skills that can have life-changing effects on people.

2. True or False 
DSP Core Competencies are skills that drives the work  of a DSP  

3. The National Alliance for Direct Support Professionals (NADSP) 

4. Person First Language 

5. Language 

6.  Evals and expectations of the DSP 



I.

OPWDD Direct Support 
Professional (DSP) 
Core Competencies



SO, You Want to Be a DSP? 

• That’s great!  

• We wish you all the best as you 

begin this learning journey 

• The world needs you! 

• DSP work can be very fulling and 

rewarding both, professionally 

and personally 
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“Being in human services is cool because, in essence, you are paid to be human: paid to explore the 

commonalities of the human condition, paid to discover the incredible diversity of the human spirit, paid 

to spend you day doing something that matters - something that makes a difference, something that you 

can be proud of. Done right, you have chosen both a job and a passion, both a passion and a mission, 

both a mission and a purpose. There are those who spend their lives looking for purpose. You will rise to 

it each morning. And that’s a hell of a way to start the day.”

-Dave Hingsburger

Dave Hingsburger



Introduction: The Role of the DSP

• The best way to learn the role of the DSP is to master the DSP Core Competencies 

and the NADSP Code of ethics 

• We will take a deeper dive into both these areas today which is the heart and soul of DSP work

• Please remember that learning is a process and it will take more than just taking this course. This 

course is intended to form a DSP foundation that can be built upon with-in your career

• It takes time, getting to know people, hands on experiences, continued training, and effective 

mentorship, feedback and evaluations reflecting your work 

• Also remember there is never ONE way to “be” when supporting people

• People are as diverse and different as the colors in the rainbow. Like a snowflake, there are no two 

people the same therefore, your approaches will often differ

• While people and approaches may differ, DSP competencies, skills and values should remain the   

same 



DSP Core 
Competencies Are…

• Learned Skills

• A demonstration of applied knowledge 

• Seen, measured and evaluated  

• Applicable to ALL Direct Support Professional’s

• Based upon and built from the NADSP Code of Ethics for Direct Support Professionals

• Values-based skills and the foundation of person-centered supports

• A Statewide culture transformation process 

• The DSP “pathway” to professionalism and quality for the people being supported  



DSP Core 
Competencies Are NOT….

• Annual Checklists  

• A simple “training program” 

• Something that can be learned quickly



Why is Mastering the DSP Core Competencies 
and Code of Ethics SO Important?

https://youtu.be/-NdoyKdZ6Ek


“Disability is not a reason for 
depriving any person from 

making the same choices other 
people have the right to make.” 

-  
- Steven J. Taylor,  On Choice. TASH Newsletter, 2001

NYS DSP Core Competencies

• The NYS DSP Core Competencies, combined with the Code 
of Ethics for Direct Support Professionals, are values-based 
competencies and skills that are the foundation of person-
centered supports for people with I/DD

• These competencies are part of New York State’s Workforce 
and Culture Transformation initiative

➢ What’s the “transformation” all about?

➢ From “Care Giver” to Direct Support 
Professional

➢ From Compliance to Competency  

• The Competencies are broken down into seven goal areas 
covering all aspects of life for people with developmental 
disabilities, while also including the professionalism of direct 
support



Core Competencies 
Orientation for DSPs

https://www.workforcetransformation.org/nys-dsp-core-competencies-resources/


Let’s See What We’ve Learned! 



.   

1. The DSP Core Competencies are broken down into _________ number of goal areas?

A. 2

B. 15

C. 7 

D. 75

2. Circle all that apply. The reason the DSP Competencies exists is to ________ 

A. Support all aspects of a person's life

B. Improve professionalism 

C. To form a foundation of person-centered supports 

D. To help DSPs demonstrate specific skills that can be measured and evaluated 

E. To control people’s lives and keep them safe all the time 

F. Bring a level of consistency and quality

3. True or False 

There are some competencies that are NOT part of your everyday, regular job responsibilities? 

T or F



Answers 
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1. The DSP Core Competencies are broken down into _________ number of goal areas?

A. 2

B. 15

C. 7 

D. 75

2. Circle ALL that apply. The reason DSP Competencies exists is to 

A. Support all aspects of a person's life

B. Improve professionalism 

C. To form a foundation of person-centered supports 

D. To help DSPs demonstrate specific skills that can be measured and evaluated 

E. To control people’s lives and keep them safe all the time 

F. Bring a level of consistency and quality

3. True or False 

There are some competencies that are NOT part of your everyday, regular DSP responsibilities? 

T or F The answer is false. All the competencies and goals reviewed are essential to DSP’s daily 
work.



23 DSP 
Competencies 

A: Supporting a Person’s Potential
B: Getting to Know the Person
C: Promoting Advocacy 
D: Facilitating Personal Development       
E: Facilitating Supports and Services

F: Building and Maintaining               
Relationships 

G: Creating Meaningful 
Communication 

H: Developing Professional Relationships 
I: Exhibiting Professional Behavior 
J: Respecting Diversity and Inclusion 
K: Creating Meaningful Documentation
L: Education, Training, and Self-

Development 
M: Organizational Participation 
N: Exhibiting Ethical Behavior

O: Promoting Positive Behavior and 
Supports 

P: Supporting Health and Wellness
Q: Preventing, Recognizing, and 

Reporting Abuse

R: Supporting Crisis Prevention, 
Intervention, and Resolution 

S: Supporting Safety 
T: Ensuring Safety During 

Environmental Emergencies

U: Supporting People to Live in the 
Home of Their Choice 

V: Supporting Community 
Participation 

W: Supporting Employment, 
Educational, and Career Goals



President’s Committee on Persons with
Intellectual and Other Developmental Disabilities: 
2017 Study on Direct Support Workforce Crisis

• Interdisciplinary Approach 

• DSP Role 

https://www.acl.gov/sites/default/files/programs/2018-02/2017%20PCPID%20Full%20Report_0.PDF
https://acl.gov/sites/default/files/programs/2018-02/2017%20PCPID%20Full%20Report_0.PDF


Do You Want to Learn More?From Compliance to 
Competency Webinar Series 

• The From Compliance to Competency Webinars are a 

series of 23 webinars on the NYS Direct Support 

Professional Core Competencies

• Each webinar reviews one of the 23 core competencies 

through story-telling and vivid descriptions of a 

competent DSP supporting someone with an intellectual 

and/or developmental disability. We will try one later!

• Each webinar is less than 15 minutes and can be used to 

teach and develop the competencies of DSPs

1) Watch the webinar

2) Use the interactive activity to facilitate learning



Where did the DSP 

Core Competencies come from? 

• The DSP Core Competencies were built on are based 

upon the National Alliance for Direct Support 

Professionals (NADSP) Code of Ethics for DSPs

• In 2011, OPWDD adopted the NADSP Code of Ethics 

and from that, created the OPWDD DSP Core 

Competencies  



Definition of Values
• Values define a set of beliefs and what is important to a person or a group. Values can 

effect behavior, decision making and attitudes

• Values can effect what we see as right or wrong

• Treating people with dignity and respect is based on our underlying set of values

• Values are not the same across the board for all situations

• It is often useful to clarify values within groups of people

• When a group or an organization believe in the same set of values they are know as 
“Shared Values”

• DSPs have a set of shared values. This is the NADSP Code of Ethics!



You’re 

Doing 

Great! 

Keep Going! 



II.

National Alliance 

for Direct Support 

Professionals (NADSP) 

Code of Ethics



NADSP

NADSP’s Vision:

A world with a highly qualified and professional direct support workforce that 
partners with, supports and empowers people with disabilities to lead a life of their 
choosing.

NADSP’s Mission

To elevate the status of direct support professionals by improving practice 
standards, promoting system reform, and advancing their knowledge, skills and 
values.

NADSP’s Values:

NADSP values the full participation of people with disabilities in all aspects of 
community life through the provision of person-centered supports. 

CEO, Joe Macbeth 



How NADSP
Defines 
Quality 

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”. 

NADSP, 2020



Values

“NADSP values the full participation of people with disabilities in all aspects of 

community life through the provision of person-centered supports. We believe that 

high quality support requires all professionals to follow the individual path 

suggested by the unique gifts, preferences, and needs of each person they 

support, and to walk in partnership with the person, and those who love him or 

her, toward a life of opportunity, well-being, freedom, and contribution.” 

NADSP, 2020 



NADSP’s Preamble Vision
• Preamble 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.- NADSP 

• Knowing the NADSP Code of Ethics is like having a GPS navigation 
tool which helps you to navigate challenging and ethical situations

• We must put OUR own values aside and focus on the values of the 
person being supported. That takes skill!  

• There is never ONE way to be. We must know the person, examine the 
all variables with the help of your Frontline supervisor and the person’s 
support circle to support to be ethical & professional

• The Code of Ethics teaches us how to do that!



The Nine Tenets of the Code of Ethics 



The Nine Tenets of the Code of Ethics 



NADSP Webinars 
This series of 10 live webinars focuses on The National Alliance for Direct 

Support Professionals (NADSP) Code of Ethics. Each webinar will highlight a 

tenet of the Code. The webinars are free and sponsored by the Regional Centers 

for Workforce Transformation (RCWT)

https://www.workforcetransformation.org/informational-webinar-series/code-ethics-webinar-series/


“Quality is defined at the 

point of interaction 

between the staff member

and the individual with a 

disability.”
John F. Kenneday Jr.

In 1996, the National Alliance for 

Direct Support Professionals’ 

(NADSP) ideological founder,

John F. Kennedy Jr. wrote:

History





Historical Timeline
1960’s and before

• Institutional care was the prevalent societal response for meeting the needs of people with 
developmental disabilities

• People with disabilities were segregated from society, this has resulted in a built-in prejudice 
against people with disabilities due to societal unfamiliarity

• Conditions in the institution were horrible and reflected societies’ lack of concern and 
awareness of the situation

• We still experience the ramifications of the segregation caused by institutionalization: A 
societal fear and prejudice of people with disabilities

• This resulted in exclusion rather than inclusion



1965: A look Inside the Institution

Willowbrook



1965

Christmas in Purgatory -

BurtonBlatt and Fred Kaplan; 

written and photographed in 1965

Willowbrook



Willowbrook The Turning Point:
The Role of Robert Kennedy

• 1965 Robert Kennedy visited the Willowbrook 
Institution on Staten Island

• Willowbrook was originally designed for 4000 people 
back in 1947. By 1965 the population had grown to 
over 6000 people being institutionalized there

• Robert Kennedy paid a visit that year

1



1965
“ I think that at the state institution for the mentally 

retarded, and I think that particularly at Willowbrook, 

we have a situation that borders on a snake pit, and 

that the children live in filth, that many of our fellow 

citizens are suffering tremendously because lack of 

attention, lack of imagination, lack of adequate 

manpower. 

There is very little future for these children, for those 

who are in these institutions. Both need a tremendous 

overhauling. I'm not saying that those who are the 

attendants there, or who run the institutions, are at 

fault – I think all of us are at fault and I think it's just 

long overdue that something be done about it.” 

https://mn.gov/mnddc/parallels/five/5b/bobby-kennedy-snakepits.html


Geraldo Rivera
• “In early 1972, Geraldo Rivera, then an Investigative Reporter 

for WABC-TV in New York, conducted a series of investigations at 
Willowbrook uncovering a host of deplorable conditions, including 
overcrowding, inadequate sanitary facilities, 
and physical and sexual abuse of people institutionalized there by 
members of the school's staff.” 

• The exposé, entitled Willowbrook: The Last Great Disgrace, caught 
the attention of Millions

• This motivated huge change, but it would take close to 20 years to 
shut the Willowbrook doors! Why so long? It took a long while to place 
people in new homes with-in the community

• Let’s watch this expose and reflect 

• Warning, it’s disturbing! We watch it though, to learn from our 
mistakes and pay tribute to the survivos of this horrible institution  

1

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bpVEjzO6Dd0


Closing the Institutions 

• In 1975 the Willowbrook Decent Decree was signed and the framework to close 
Willowbrook was put into motion

• The Decent Decree committed New York state to improve community 
placement for the now designated "Willowbrook Class.“

• Special oversight was provided to the Willowbrook Class members for the rest 
of their lives

• In February1987, "1987 Stipulation," was approved by the Federal Court which 
set forth guidelines that required New York State to provide community 
placement for the "Willowbrook Class.” The Willowbrook School was closed that 
year. 

• As the institutions closed community-based services started developing to 
support people who left the institution as well as new people in need of service. 
This process came to be known as “Deinstitutionalization”



Deinstitutionalization 
• The intention of everyone working to make deinstitutionalization a reality 

was that people leaving the institution would new can live a life in the 
community

• Group homes and day programs were developed in the community with the 
intention of people having the opportunity to participate in community

• While intentions were good, the result was not

• People with disabilities still ended up being segregated from mainstream 
society

• People lived in group homes, took special transportation to separate day 
programs

• The illustration on the right shows that even though our intentions were god 
we created mini-institutions and people led segregated lives



Inclusion 



The Emergence of the DSP

• The role of the DSP has its origins around this time 
although the role goes through an evolution that 
continues to this day

• The position was seen as the person(s) who provided 
care and supervision to the people with disabilities 
assigned to them

• Many names were used to describe this position over 
the years. The term “attendant” has its roots in the 
institution

• Other terms include counselor, resident counselor, and 
direct care worker and habilitation worker

• The names reflected the roles that were in place at the 
time. In the institution and the following time during the 
time of deinstitutionalization the role of “staff” was 
custodial. Today we use the title DSP! DSP



Almost 

There ! 



II.

The Custodial Model vs the Support 
Model in the evolution of the Role of 

the DSP



The Custodial Model of Supporting People with Disabilities

• The “custodial model” really emerged during the 
deinstitutionalization period. People were supported outside the 
institution but were not fostered to become part of the community

• The emphasis was to “take care” of the people rather than look at 
the overall quality of life

• Skill development centered around self care, household chores and 
specific tasks

• Development of relationships and community roles were not a 
priority

• The picture on the right illustrates the role at this time. A good days 
work was done when everyone had a shower, used the bathroom 
and was safely in bed 



The Support Model

• As the role of the “staff person” evolved towards the standard 
of the DSP we moved from taking care of people to supporting 
people to lead the life of their choice

• The role of the DSP moved from the system having total control 
over the person to handing control over to them

• Rather than caregivers we became teachers, mentors and 
supporters

• As the gentlemen on the right is pointing out, the relationship 
between the person and the DSP has evolved into a 
partnership and moved away from the caregiver role



• Let’s look at this quick webinar 

from RCWT that shows this 

concept and how we can apply 

it as a skill! 

1) Watch the Webianr

2) 2) Complete the activity 

https://www.workforcetransformation.org/informational-webinar-series/core-competencies-webinars-series-compliance-competency/


Relationships vs. 
Paid Relationships and it’s Role in Social 
Capital

• What does Paid Relationships look like? 

• What are natural supports? 

• Is one more important that the other? 



Relationships and the Role of the DSP
“Interdependence”

• No one lives in a vacuum by themselves. We are all social creatures and the quality of our 
lives are enhanced by relationships with other people

• DSPs are often taught that our job is to help people with disabilities become independent.  
We may create a lot of lonely people if out main focus is independence. Our job and the 
job of DSPs is to foster interdependence

• We are all interdependent in our lives

• We rely on others to help us with aspects of our daily routines. Sometimes we need  ride 
when our car is in the shop. We may need help caring for a pet. Someone to pick up 
groceries when we don’t feel well or a neighbor simply helping out to make a job easier



Relationships and the Role of the DSP
“Interdependence”

• The first step to interdependence is to develop 
friends and acquaintances

• Get to know your neighbors.  Be present in the 
community so opportunities to develop relationships 
are more likely

• One of the most important roles and responsibilities 
of a DSP is to help foster a life of interdependence 
for the people we work with



Social Capital 

• Please review the quotes below from Al Condeluci. He is 
a leading thinker and teacher in the area of  Social Capital

• “Social Capital is a term that summarizes the value 
(tangible and intangible) of the relationships in our lives

• It is closely associate with healthfulness, happiness, and 
even life expectancy

• It is absolutely fundamental to life success and promotes 
pro social behaviors in the greater community.”



• Yet sadly, many people with disabilities are limited in social 
capital and remain isolated in ways that are manifested in 
unemployment, limited housing, transportation disparities, 
and limited opportunities in the greater community

• As traditional human services continue to focus on the 
elements of disability in an effort to address these ills, we 
are convinced that the key to change is not found in 
addressing the disability, but in promoting social capital, 
which in turn, will change attitudes, assumptions, and 
promote greater opportunities

• Let’s look at a video about Social Capital 

Social Capital 

http://www.alcondeluci.com/building-social-capital


Words from Chester 

• Add video clip here 

•



• As a DSP you must take every opportunity to promote the dignity and respect of the 
people you support. You will be setting the example for the rest of society

• People with disabilities often live a life that is less than “equal citizenship”.  The system 
advocates for custodial care and safety. Equal citizenship requires equal rights, 
responsible risk taking and the same opportunities that ALL citizens have

• Community Membership is simply taking part in day to day life. Buying coffee at the 
local deli, attending the Church of your choices in your community. Developing a role in 
that Church and taking on responsibility. Buying pizza at the pizza place down the 
street.  

As a DSP….



• All of these aspects of community membership create opportunities and develop social 
capital

• As we previously discussed people with disabilities were segregated from society. 
Services for people with disabilities were delivered in a separate system, separate from 
everyone else in the community

• We must make up for those years of segregation and separateness and promote a 
world of equal citizenship

Community 



V.
Person Centered 

Principles



Video by Open Future Learning 
Featuring Beth Mount  

• According to John O’Brien and Herbert 
Lovett in “Finding a Way Toward 
Everyday Lives”:

“the term, Person-Centered Planning, 
refers to a family of approaches to 
organizing and guiding community change in 
alliance with people with disabilities and 
their families and friends.” 

• What does this mean to you?

• A Person-Centered Planning circle is 
not the same as a person’s 
interdisciplinary “team.” 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y77y7XW8GtE


Person First Language

• As a DSP you will hear the people you support referred to in many ways

• Some ways are not respectful and do not promote equal citizenship

• Some of the terms you may hear are client, consumer, resident, individuals, 
the guys, my guys…………..

• We need to refer to them as people first:

• “The people you work with”
• “The people who live at  20 Smith Street”
• “I work with John “

• We should also not refer to a person’s disability first i.e. “That Autistic Person”

• Person first language refers to the person first i.e. He is a “Person 
with Autism”



Capacity Based Thinking

• The system that supports people with disabilities often 
focuses on what be can’t do rather than focusing on their 
capacities

• People with disabilities spend time working on meaningless 
goals, often that they did not choose, in the name of skill 
development and independence

• We all like to be recognized for what we are good at, it is a 
positive thing to foster the skills and abilities we all have



Capacity Based Thinking

• People with disabilities are no different

• Many are organized, knowledgeable in areas, funny, 
talented, social and gifted

• Planning for people needs to take these capacities into 
account and focus people’s strengths and abilities! 

• DSPs are an invaluable source of this information



Where Would be Today Without These People 
Who Lived with Disabilities?

• Dan Akroid (ASD)

• Helen Keller

• Thomas Edison



NY State’s DSP Core Competencies

and the NADSP Code of Ethics

• Remember to keep the DSP Core 

Competencies and the NADSP 

Code of Ethics in your “tool belt” all 

the time! 

https://nadsp.org/code-of-ethics-text/
https://www.nadsp.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/Code-of-Ethics-fillable-form-2016.pdf


• Please take a moment and complete this post-

assessment

• This assessment is meant to gage your knowledge base 

before the training begins and then again at the end. 

Assessments also help the training developers to 

ensure the training has the necessary information 

• Scores will not effect your ability to successfully 

complete the training  

Post-Assessment 



You 

Did it! 



Goal 1: Putting People First

Goal 2: Building and Maintaining Positive 

Relationships

Goal 3: Demonstrating Professionalism

Goal 4: Supporting Good Health

Goal 5: Supporting Safety

Goal 6: Having a Home

Goal 7: Being Active and Productive in Society



Thank you for all 
that you do!



Facebook 

Instagram 

YouTube

Find us Online

www.workforcetransformation.org

http://www.workforcetransformation.org/
https://nyalliance.org/coronavirus
http://www.workforcetransformation.org/
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