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BACKGROUND 
T he Ne w York St ate Association of Co m m u nit y a nd Residential A gencies 
(NYS ACRA) is a me m be rs hip org a nization co mp rised of nea rl y 2 00 not-for-
profit corporat ions supportin g indi v id u als wit h de velop ment a l disabilit ies 
li vi n g in co m m u nities ac ross Ne w York St ate . Di ve rse in geog r ap h i c 
location, size, orig ins, and histor y , t hese a ge ncies sha re a u nif y i n g goal: 
pro vidin g quali t y s upports for t he people the y ser v e . 

To w a rd t h at end, o ve r 30 yea rs ago t he y  created NYS ACRA to ser ve as a 
sou rce of infor m a tion, t heir voice, and a cat a l yst for ch a n ge on a st a te wide 
basis. A mo n g ot he r t hin gs, NYS ACRA pro motes best practices—t h rou g h 
st a te wide and regional conferences, leadership for u ms, ne wslet ters and 
elect ronic bulletins—and helps shape New York St ate policies concer ni n g  
indi v id u als wit h de velop ment a l disabilit ies—t h rou g h legisla ti v e , 
ad m i nist r ati v e , and fiscal ad vocac y . 

Cent r a l to NYSACRA me m be r a gencies’ mission of pro vidin g qual i t y  
supports are t he me n and wo me n w ho eac h da y directl y support t he 
indi v id u als being ser v ed. As suc h, for t he past decade NYSACRA h as spen t 
consider able ener g y to pro mote t he presence of a st able, co mpetent , a nd 
professional direct support workforce. From lobb y i n g for en h a nced sala ries 
a nd benefits, to offerin g inc reased t r a in ing opport u nities, and, to most 
recentl y , inc ub at in g a Ne w York St ate Ch apter of t he Nation al Allia nce for 
Direct S upport Professionals (t he Direct Support Professional Allia nce of 
Ne w York St ate), NYS ACRA has endea vo r ed to ele v a te t he co mpensation , 
skills, and st a t u re of direct support wor ke r s. 
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NYSACRA AND THE  
COLLEGE OF DIRECT SUPPORT 
In recent yea rs, t he College of Direct Support has been an integ r a l pa rt of 
NYSACR A’s efforts in t his rega rd. NYS AC RA’s resea rc h indic ated t h at t he 
College of Direct S upport offered a cu r ric ul u m , re v ie wed and edited b y a 
n at ional panel of experts in t he field, w h ic h blended t he Co m m u n i t y  
Support Skills St a nda rds and t he National  Code of Et hics for Direct Suppor t  
Professionals in to t he lea r nin g; offered consistenc y for all lea r ne rs; and, 
being on-line, pro vided flexible access at a n y t i me b y lea r ne rs w hose 
sched ules, as direct support professionals, a re bus y . 

Begin ni n g in 200 6 , wit h t he fina ncia l assist a nce of a g r a nt f ro m t he Ne w 
York St ate Depa rt me nts of Labor and Heal t h, NYS ACR A bega n offerin g t he 
College of Direct Support as one co m ponent of a Disabilit ies St ud y  
Cert ificate prog r a m .  

T he Disabilit ies St ud y Certif icate prog r a m offers direct suppor t  
professionals of me m be r age ncies t he opport u nit y to pu rsue a cou rse of 
st ud y , f ree of ch a r ge , w hic h del ves in to disabilit y-rela ted issues on bot h a 
t heoretical a nd practica l le vel—an opport u nit y t h at can lead to fu rt h e r 
college-le vel work. In addition to college prepa r ator y work, lea r ne rs in t he 
prog r a m t ake 1 2 c redit-hou rs of cou rses ger m a ne to t he field at a loca l 
co m m u nit y college and are t hen en rolled in t he College of Direct Support , 
recei v i n g a Disabilit ies St ud y Certif icate upon t hei r co mpletion of all t h ree 
co mponents. 

For direct support professionals of mem be r a gencies not in terested in 
cou rses in a t r aditional college sett in g,  begin nin g in 2 00 8, NYS ACR A 
bega n offerin g open en roll ment in t he College of Direct S upport as a st a nd-
a lone prog r a m . 

By t he su m m e r of 200 9 , approxi m a tel y  1 , 7 0 0 st aff of 7 7  me m be r age ncies 
h ad pa rticipated in t he College of Direct Support (CDS) t h rou g h eit he r of 
t hese t wo prog r a ms a nd nea rl y 1 , 2 0 0 h ad co mpleted t he CDS c u r ric ul u m ,  
a 7 1 % co mpletion rate. C u r rent l y t he re a r e 40 6 ne w lea r ne rs en rolled and 
t akin g cou rses in t he College of Direct Su pport , incl udin g st aff fro m se v e n 
NYSACR A me m be r age ncies t h at h a v e not pa rticipated in t he prog r a m  
before. To date, nea rl y h a lf of NYSACR A’s m e m be rship has a v a iled itself of 
t he College of Direct Support t h rou g h NYSA CR A’s sponsorship. 
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WHAT LEARNERS SAY ABOUT THE  
COLLEGE OF DIRECT SUPPORT 
St a r t in g in 2 00 8, NYS ACRA asked lea r n ers w ho had pa rt icipated in t he 
College of Direct Support to sha re t heir i mp ressions of t he prog r a m ,  
v ol u nt a ril y a nd a non y mo usl y , b y co mpletin g a su r v e y de veloped b y t he 
Uni ve rsit y of Min nesot a’s Resea rc h a nd T r a in in g Center. Responses we re 
recei ved f ro m 5 2 2 lea r ne rs, or 40% of t h e nea rl y 1 , 3 0 0 indi v id u als w ho 
h ad pa rt icipated in t he College of Direct  Support du rin g fou r NYS ACR A 
sponsored sessions in 20 0 8 and 20 0 9 . Of t hese, 1 4 1 h ad t aken pa rt in t he 
CDS’ College of Frontline Super v ision c u r ri c ul u m . 

Nea rl y t h ree-fou rt hs of t he respondents w e re direct support professionals 
( 5 1 %) or frontline super v isors (2 2 %), i.e., st aff w ho m a y pro v ide so me 
direct ca re ( up to 5 0% of t heir t i me) b ut w hose pri m a r y job is to super v ise 
direct support professionals. Ot he r t ypes of super v isors, m a n a ge rs, and/or 
h u m a n resou rce professionals constit u ted t he next la r ge r g rou p 
co mpletin g t he su r v e y ( 2 0%). The re m ainin g respondents we re beh a v io r 
specialists, vocat ional cou nselors, ser v ice coordinators, etc. 

Most worked in an a genc y ow ned/leased residentia l prog r a m ( 6 4 %) or 
da y/ vocational progr a m ( 1 9 %). So me,  approxi m a tel y 5%, ho we ve r , 
wo rked in t he ho me, or t he fa mil y ho me, of t he indi vid u al t he y supported 
or at a co m m u nit y site w he re t he indi v idu al wor ked co mpetit i vel y or in a 
supported e mplo y m e nt capacit y . T he rem a i nder worked in a v a riet y of 
ot her sett in gs suc h as t r ai ni n g depa rt m ents, ad mi nist r at i ve offices, etc . 
Man y pro vider age ncies offer a blended on-line t r a in in g t h rou g h t he 
College of Direct Support a nd class roo m discussion. It allo ws lea r ne rs t he 
opport u nit y for deeper discussion and c rit ica l t hinkin g on t he topics 
co ve red in t he on-line lessons – t he best of bot h t r ai ni n g worlds. 

T he v ast m ajorit y of lea r ne rs, o ve r 8 5 %  in most sessions, indicated t h a t  
t he y “ a g reed” or “st rongl y ag reed” w it h t he st a te ment , “I would 
reco m m e nd CDS t r ai ni n g to so meone w ho wo rks in t he sa me posit ion t h at I 
do.” Like wise, approxi m a tel y t wo-t hi rds to t h ree-fou rt hs of t he lea r ne rs 
indicated t h at t he y “ a g reed” or “st rongl y a g reed” wit h t he st a te me nt , “ As 
a result of usin g t he CDS m y skills ha v e g reat l y i mp ro ved. ” (See Tables 1 
and 2.)  

Lea r ne rs we re also asked to indicate w h a t sit u at ions t he y felt more 
qualified to ha ndle after h a v i n g pa rticipated in t he College of Direct  
Support and its co mp a nion cu r ric ul u m , t he College of Frontline 
Super v ision . (See Tables 3 and 4.)  

T he top t h ree sit u ations most lea r ne rs felt  more qualified to deal wit h as a 
resul t of t he College of Direct Support we re: 

 Supportin g people to m ake t hei r o w n c hoices and decisions. 
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 Identif y i n g w h a t is most i mport a nt to people and helping people 
ac hie ve t hei r personal goals. 

 Helpin g people lea r n ne w t hin gs t h at m a t ter to t he m . 

 

For lea r ne rs pa rt icipatin g in t he College of Frontline Super v ision , t he top 
t h ree ite ms most felt more qualified to ha n dle we re: 

 Recog nizing st aff cont rib u tions and lett in g st aff cont rib ute i n 
m e a ni n gf ul w a ys. 

 Enh a ncin g st aff perfor m a n ce and moti v a t ion . 

 Pro vidin g effecti ve and fair feedback to st a ff rega rdin g perfor m a n ce . 

 

Ti me a nd t i me ag a i n , lea r ne rs co mpletin g t he su r v e y p r aised t he CDS’ 
flexibilit y a nd its capacit y to allow t he m to st ud y a nd lea r n a t t heir o w n 
pace. One lea r ne r su m m ed it up b y sa y ing, “It allowed me t he ti me to 
fu rt he r m y k no wledge w hile worki n g full t i me. ” 
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WHAT AGENCY ADMINISTRATORS SAY ABOUT 
THE COLLEGE OF DIRECT SUPPORT 
In ser v i n g as a m aster ad mi nist r ator of t he College of Direct Support for its 
m e m be r age ncies, NYS ACRA has h ad t he opport u nit y to recei ve anecdot a l 
feedback f ro m agenc y ad m i nist r ators w h ose st aff ha v e pa rt icipated in t he 
prog r a m . 

Ad mi nist r ators h a v e reported t h at  st aff com pletin g t he CDS: 

 h a v e a more person-cente red approac h to pro vidin g ser v ices; 

 c h allenge ot he rs to take a more person-centered approac h in t he i r 
plan ni n g;  

 tend to be t he ones brin gin g ne w ideas to the t able; 

 see m to be more a w a re of w h at “incl u sion reall y is” and ha v e a n 
inc reased a w a reness of healt h y lifest y les, safet y , and indi v id u al ri g h ts; 

 feel as if t he y h a v e been ch allenged b y t he cou rse work a nd lea r ned a 
lot; 

 v ie w t he msel ves as professionals; 

 t ake more pride in t he wor k t he y do;  

 feel more e mpo we red to m ake decisions; and 

 appea r to ha v e a g reate r in terest in lea r nin g about and pa rt icipatin g in 
t he agencies’ special , in no v a t i ve , or pilot projects. 

One ad mi nist r ator, w ho herself is a long-ter m e mplo yee ( wit h o ve r 3 0  
y e a rs experience wit h t he a genc y ) indicat ed t h at she w as su rp rised b y t he 
response of long-ter m st aff w ho h ad pa rticipated in t he CDS. T he re w as, she 
reported, a “ moti v a tional c h a n ge ” in t he ir t yp ical a t t i t udes, an “opened 
m i nd to look a t so met hi n g a ne w…a nd t r y  somet hin g ne w. ” 

Her co m m e nts, a nd t hose of ot hers, mi r r or w h at one lea r ne r w rote in a 
su r v e y: “T he CDS pro vides workers an opport u nit y to be re mi nded of w h y  
w e work in t he field. It pro vides ne w wo rke rs more infor m a t ion w h e n 
st a rti n g out and pro vides older worke rs wit h infor m a t ion we did not kno w 
a nd we re ne ve r told about . ” 

Ad mi nist r ators of agencies wit h hig h CDS co mpletion rates indicated t h a t  
t he y recognize and support st aff pa rt icipat ion in t he CDS in different w a ys.  

One agenc y offers lea r ne rs t he opport u n it y to pu rc h ase lap tops (a t t he 
a ge nc y ’s cost) wit h a re-pa y m e n t sched ule of t he e mplo yee’s c hoosin g (si x 
mo nt hs, one yea r , or one-and-a-half yea rs.)  T his sa me age nc y offers 
ho u rl y  sala r y  i nc reases for eac h mod ule of t he CDS co mpleted.  
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A not he r a genc y t reats co mpletion of t he CDS as one step of an inter n a l 
certif ication prog r a m , w hic h also incl udes t akin g t h ree outside cou rses, 
subsc ribin g to t he National Allia nce for Direct Support Professionals’ Code 
of Et hics, and t he co mpletion of a special project of t he st aff’s choosing. T he 
a ge nc y v ie ws t he cert ificat ion as t he equiv a lent of at t ai ni n g a college-le ve l 
Associate’s deg ree. St aff w ho att ai n t he inte r n al certif ication recei ve pa y  
co m m e nsu r ate wit h an Associate’s deg ree.   

A t hi rd age nc y offers pro motional opport u nities for lea r ne rs w ho co mplete 
t he CDS. 

T hese ad mi nist r ators belie ve t h at success in t he College of Direct Suppor t  
a lso requires st rong ad mi nist r at i ve support in non-fina ncia l w a ys , 
incl udin g: leading b y ex a mple and pa rt icipatin g in t he CDS t he msel ves;  
c reat in g project g roups w ho can assist lea r ne rs and plan acti v i t ies 
associa ted wit h cou rse work w hic h facilit a te t he i mple ment ation of w h a t  
w as lea r ned; pro vidin g st aff wit h co mpu te r support a nd assist a nce , as 
m a n y st aff do not ha v e co mp ute r access or are not t h at co mp u te r sa v v y ;  
a nd celeb r ati n g success b y hosting “ g r a du ation ” pa rties or sendin g ou t 
special notes and a n nou n ce me nts about  staff w ho h a v e co mpleted t he 
cou rse of st ud y . 
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WHAT NYSACRA HAS LEARNED 
NYSACR A has lea r ned se ve r a l t hin gs b y ser v i n g as an ad mi nist r ator of t he 
College of Direct Support for its me m be r agencies. 

First , as w as sug gested b y NYS ACR A’s ea rlier resea rc h, t he College of 
Direct Support h as pro ven to be a v a l u able tool in its efforts to sust a in a nd 
pro mote t he presence of a co mpetent, professional direct suppor t  
wo rkforce. In t he cou rse of less t ha n fou r y e a rs, approxi m a tel y 1 , 7 0 0 st aff 
of NYSACR A me m be r agencies ha v e pa rt icipated in t he prog r a m wit h 7 1 % 
of en rolled lea r ne rs co mpletin g it . 

Lea r ne rs, w ho co mpleted su r v e ys, indica ted t h at t he prog r a m en h a n ced 
t hei r skills in a v a rie t y of a reas cri t ica l to pro vidin g quali t y , person-
centered supports to indi vid u als wit h  de velop ment a l disabilit ies. A 
significa nt m ajorit y indicated t h at t he y wo uld reco m m e nd t he College of 
Direct Support to t heir peers. Also, agenc y ad m i nist r ators anecdot a l l y  
a t tested to t he en h a nced co mpetencies, a t t i t udes, and professionalis m of 
lea r ne rs w ho had co mpleted t he prog r a m . Man y lea r ne rs co mpletin g t he 
prog r a m sa w inc reased sala ries and pro m otional opport u nities as a result ; 
but NYS ACR A h as no conc rete dat a on how m a n y or how t his m a y h a v e 
assisted wit h st aff retention issues. 

NYSACR A’s experience also sug gests t h at  agenc y leaders hip is cri t ica l to 
act u a l izing t he v a l ue t h at t he College of Direct S upport offers. Wi t h 
approxi m a tel y 7 1 % of st aff fro m me m be r  agencies co mpletin g t he cou rse 
of st ud y , NYS ACRA h as beg u n to explore t he v a ria n ce in co mpletion rates 
a mon g age ncies. Thi rt y fi ve age ncies, en r olling as fe w as t h ree lea r ne rs to 
as m a n y as 1 1 9 lea r ne rs per session , had o ve r a ll co mpletion r ates of 8 0% 
to 1 00%. Nea rl y h a lf of t hese agencies h a d 1 00% co mpletion rates. On t he 
ot her ha nd, 2 4 a gencies, en rollin g as few  as t h ree lea r ne rs to as m a n y as 
3 7  lea r ne rs per session , had o ve r a ll co m pletion rates of 0% to 5 9 %. Si x 
a ge ncies t h at en rolled a tot al of 6 5 lear ne rs h ad 0% co mpletion r ates. 
A genc y size (la r ge or s m all), geog r ap hic location (u rb a n, sub u r b a n, or 
r u r a l ) ,or t he n u m be r or lea r ne rs en rolled in a session (fe w or m a n y ) did 
not see m to pla y  a role in t he age ncies’ com pletion rates. 

Considerin g t he u nifor m it y , consistenc y , flexibilit y , and on-line 
a v a i labilit y of t he CDS cu r ric ul u m - as well as t he fact t h at all direc t  
support professionals in New York m ust be hig h school gr ad u a tes or h a v e a 
GED and m a n y face si mila r proble ms wit h  co mp ute r access and experience 
- NYS ACRA belie ves t h at one factor cont r ibut in g to t he widel y di ve r gen t  
co mpletion rates is t he deg ree of ad mi nist r ati v e support lea r ne rs recei v e 
fro m t hei r agencies. This m a y be a reflection of t he v a l ue a ge n c y  
leadership places on t he professionalization of its direct support workforce , 
or it m a y si mpl y reflect inat tention on t h e pa rt of agenc y m a n a ge rs to t he 
support needs of st aff en rolled in t he College of Direct Support . Eit he r w a y ,  
it w a r r a n ts attention if agencies are to reap t he benefits of t he College of 
Direct Support . NYS ACRA intends on disse mi n at in g infor m a t ion to all its 
m e m be rs on t he pr actices e mplo yed b y its hig h co mpletion rate a gencies 
in supportin g t hei r lea r ne rs in t he College  of Direct S upport. T he College of 
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Direct Support m a y w a n t to consider doing t he sa me for all agencies 
pa rt icipatin g in t he prog r a m gi v e n its u nique, national perspecti ve . 

Fina ll y , h a v i n g hea rd t he v a l ue of t he College of Direct Support exp ressed 
b y h u nd reds of lea r ne rs and ad mi nist r ators, NYS ACRA belie ves t h at t he re 
is a need to de velop greate r mea ns of access to t he prog r a m . In addition to 
pro vidin g excellent t r a in in g on c ri t ica l issues, t he College of Direct Support 
is t he onl y cou rse of st ud y a v a i lable to pu t st aff in New York St ate on t he 
pat h of being credentia led as a profession al b y t he National Allia nce for 
Direct S upport Professionals. Access to t he  t ra in in g, ho we v e r, is cont rolled 
b y a gatekeeper/ad mi nist r ator s yste m .  NYSACR A ser v es as t he CDS 
ad m i nist r ator for st aff of its me m be r ag encies, but NYS ACRA represents 
onl y h alf t he a gencies in Ne w York St ate ser v i n g indi v id u als wit h 
de velop me nt al disabilit ies. As a resul t , tho usa nds of direct support st aff 
wo rki n g in pro v ider agencies in Ne w York t h at  do not offer t r ai ni n g vi a t he 
College of Direct Support , or affil ia ted wit h NYS ACRA, ha v e li mited mea ns 
of access to t he prog r a m or a ch a nce of recei v i n g t he nat ional credential .  
T he College of Direct Support should consider w a ys of m a xi mizing access to 
its prog r a m for t hose direct support professionals w ho a re interested i n 
pu rs ui n g en h a n ced t r a in in g and/or a national credentia l , but and h a v e no 
m e a ns of support b y t hei r e mplo ye r or  trade associa tion to access t he 
College of Direct Support . 
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Table 1 
Percentage of respondents indicating the  
degree to which they agree with the statement: 
I would recommend CDS training to someone who works  
in the same position that I do. 
 

Session Strongly 
Disagree Disagree 

Neither 
Agree nor 
Disagree 

Agree Strongly 
Agree 

#1 2008 0% 5.7% 17.1% 40% 37.1% 
#2 2008 4.2% 3.3% 6.7% 47.5% 38.3% 
#1 2009 0.6% 1.7% 7.3% 48.9% 41.6% 
#2 2009 0% 3.6% 8.9% 42.9% 44.6% 

 
 
 

Table 2 
Percentage of respondents indicating the  
degree to which they agree with the statement: 
As a result of using the CDS my skills have greatly improved. 
 

Session Strongly 
Disagree Disagree 

Neither 
Agree nor 
Disagree 

Agree Strongly 
Agree 

#1 2008 0% 0% 37.1% 42.9% 20% 
#2 2008 1.7% 5% 31.1% 41.2% 21% 
#1 2009 1.1% 0.6% 22.6% 49.2% 26.6% 
#2 2009 0% 3.5% 21.1% 47.4% 28.1% 
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Table 3 
Percentages of respondents who feel  
more qualified to handle the following situations  
after using the College of Direct Support 
(N= 522) 
 

Situation Feel More 
Qualified 

Supporting people to make their own choices and decisions 78.4% 
Understanding the importance of a person’s history in shaping who 
they are today 66.9% 

Helping to keep people I support safe in their homes and community 66.7% 
Making ethical decisions as a direct support professional 68.2% 
Redirecting people who have challenging behavior to prevent outbursts 64.6% 
Monitoring the health of the people I support and ensuring appropriate 
interventions 62.8% 

Supporting people to make friends 66.1% 
Connecting people to others in their community and supporting them 
to have valued roles and many relationships 70.3% 

Helping people remain connected to family members and friends of 
their choosing 62.6% 

Teaching people to advocate for their own needs and wants and when 
needed advocating on their behalf 69.3% 

Ensuring people I support understand their rights and protecting these 
rights 69.2% 

Protecting people I support from harm by ensuring that they are not 
abused, neglected or exploited 66.7% 

Helping people learn new things that matter to them 71.6% 
Helping people use medications effectively 47.7% 
Identifying what is most important to people and helping people to 
achieve their personal goals 73.0% 

Understanding cultural differences and providing culturally competent 
supports 60.2% 
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Table 4 
Percentages of respondents who feel  
more qualified to handle the following situations  
after using the College of Frontline Supervision 
(N= 141) 
 

Situation Feel More 
Qualified 

Understanding how to develop a plan for reducing turnover and 
vacancy 61.0% 

Understanding how to assess problems and challenges related turnover 
and vacancy 70.0% 

Developing and using competency-based training 62.4% 
Using multiple and effective strategies for marketing 53.2% 
Developing and using Realistic Job Previews 62.4% 
Enhancing staff performance and motivation 80.9% 
Using a variety of selection techniques to find qualified staff 64.5% 
Providing effective and fair feedback to staff regarding performance 74.5% 
Recognizing staff contributions and letting staff contribute in 
meaningful ways 82.3 
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