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successful adjustment to the community is 
an appropriate and achievable objective. For 
all intents and purposes, they are no differ-
ent from most adults without disabilities, 
although at times they may require (as others 
sometimes do) support and assistance from 
family members, friends, coworkers, or social 
service agencies. Here we will focus on the 
community adjustment of adults with intellec-
tual disability who require more intense and 
ongoing support.

Earlier in this chapter, we introduced the 
principle of normalization, defined as “making 
available to the mentally retarded [intellectually 
disabled] patterns and conditions of everyday 
life which are as close as possible to the norms 
and patterns of the mainstream of society” 
(Nirje, 1969, p. 181). The principle of normal-
ization attempts “to establish and/or maintain 
personal behaviors which are as culturally normative as possible” (Wolfensberger, 1972, 
p. 28). The overarching philosophy is that individuals with intellectual disability (and 
other disabilities) should be integrated, to the greatest extent possible, into all aspects 
of daily life such as employment, recreation, living arrangements, and other areas of 
community life.

The principle of normalization has given rise to the belief that individuals with 
intellectual disability, especially those with more severe cognitive impairments, have 
a right to make their own choices and decisions in life and to become as indepen-
dent as possible—in short, to have some degree of personal control over their own 
lives. These decisions may be as simple as what to watch on television, what time to 
go to bed, or which dress to wear, or they may involve more profound choices, such 
as where to live and with whom. This decision-making capacity is often referred to 
as self-determination or, to use AAIDD terminology, self-direction. Self-direction 
is often seen as a crucial component for success in later adult life for individuals with 
intellectual disability (Wehmeyer & Shogren, 2018). Although self-determination 
is a critical adaptive skill, educators should bear in mind that self-determination 
reflects North American and Western European ideals and beliefs; other cultures 
may not value independence and personal decision making as highly as European 
Americans. Teachers, therefore, are strongly encouraged to consider the cultural 
preferences and heritage of their pupils when formulating instructional strategies 
for developing skills in self-determination (Turnbull, Turnbull, Erwin, Soodak, & 
Shogren, 2015).

Because free choice is typically a restricted activity for large numbers of adults 
with intellectual disability, self-advocacy is gaining in both popularity and importance. 
People with intellectual disability are encouraged, via self-help groups, to speak out 
on issues of personal importance, such as living arrangements and personal relation-
ships. The purpose of self-advocacy is for individuals with intellectual disability to gain 
greater personal control over their lives and to foster their own independence. Self-
advocacy empowers people and helps them to assertively state their needs, wants, and 
desires. Of course, successfully adjusting to life in one’s community requires more than 
skills in self-determination and self-advocacy; it is also predicated of acceptance and 
support from the general public.

Persons with intellectual disability are seeking greater control over their lives 
and fuller participation in all aspects of society.
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self-determination: Self-advocacy 
efforts by an individual with a disability; 
expression of desire to live one’s 
life according to one’s own wishes; 
assuming personal control over one’s 
life.

self-advocacy: Speaking out for one’s 
personal preferences; protecting one’s 
own interests.
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