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Abstract Education and rehabilitation programs in the field of intellectual disabilities are developing specific strategies related to
demonstrated personal outcomes, quality of life (QOL)-related services and supports, evidence-based practices, and quality improve-
ment. The purpose of this article is to summarize key aspects of these strategies within a two-component framework: the concept of
QOL and systems thinking. Based on our collective experiences and published literature, four specific strategies are presented and
discussed: mental models, assessment, service delivery practices, and quality improvement (QI). Essential guidelines for the successful
implementation of these strategies are then presented, along with an exemplary application of each strategy. Each example shows the
significant role of the consumer, the organization, and the larger system in organizational change, QI, and the enhancement of
personal outcomes.
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INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW

Current education and rehabilitation program for persons
with intellectual disabilities (ID) are operating within an environ-
ment that is characterized by a focus on personal outcomes and
evidence-based practices. At the same time, over the last 3
decades, we have seen significant changes in organization and
systems-level policies and practices reflected in a movement
towards a quality of life (QOL) framework for the delivery of
services and supports, community-based individualized support
systems, participative management, the development of inter-
nal evaluation systems, and the use of quality assessment and
improvement methodologies.

The purpose of this article is to summarize a number of
strategies, guidelines, and examples that have been developed
across a wide variety of organizations, systems, and countries to
adapt successfully to these changes, and at the same time enhance
personal outcomes. Based on our collective experiences and pub-
lished literature, we use the concept of QOL and systems thinking
to establish the parameters for the proposed implementation
strategies and guidelines.

The concept of QOL provides the framework to integrate
the increased demands for quality services, personal outcomes,
quality improvement, and program accountability. The concept is

also increasingly becoming an agent for change as it encompasses
the following aspects of current thinking and best practices in the
field of ID: individual supports are the vehicle for an enhanced
quality of life; the community is the context of a life of quality;
organizations need to view themselves as bridges to the commu-
nity; service delivery practices include person-centered planning,
individualized supports, and consumer involvement in service
delivery planning and evaluation; and evidence-based practices
involve assessing personal QOL-related outcomes and using
that information for quality improvement (QI) (Fantova, 2005a,
2005b; Schalock, Gardner, & Bradley, 2007; Verdugo, Schalock,
Keith, & Stancliffe, 2005; Walsh et al., 2006).

Systems thinking provides the framework for seeing inter-
relationships among the individual, organization, and larger
service delivery system. It thereby provides the basis for organi-
zations to implement strategies that respond effectively to an
increasingly complex service delivery system, the need for
evidence-based practices, and the focus on enhanced personal
outcomes (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Gardner, 1985; Senge, 2006).

ORGANIZATIONAL STRATEGIES

The two-component process of QOL and systems thinking
provides the rationale and framework for developing four specific
QOL-related implementation strategies: mental models, assess-
ment, service delivery, and quality improvement. These four strat-
egies are based on current program logic models (Andrews,
2004; Kaplan & Garrett, 2005; McLaughlin & Jordan, 1999;
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