
Outstanding Leadership in Disability Law Virtual Symposium 
Wednesday, July 14, 2021 

 
Panel 1: Restoring Rights: Moving Beyond Guardianship 
 
Time: 1:15-2:15 pm ET 
 
Moderator 

 Morgan K. Whitlatch, J.D., Legal Director, Quality Trust for Individuals with Disabilities 
 

Presenters 
 Deborah A. Dorfman, J.D., Executive Director, Disability Rights Connecticut 
 Michael Kendrick, Director of Initiatives on Supported Decision-making, Center for 

Public Representation 
 Ryan and Susie King, Disability Rights Advocate and Parent Advocate 

 
Synopsis, Learning Objectives, and Citations 

 
Synopsis  

In a time when the focus of disability policy and services is to advance the self-determination 
and rights of people with disabilities, guardianship remains a pervasive aspect of the United 
States’ legal system, frequently treated as the default option for adults with intellectual and 
developmental disabilities.  Though the specific procedures vary by state, guardianship is the 
process by which a court makes a finding that a person lacks capacity to make certain decisions 
and appoints a third party to make them for the person.  While the scope of a guardianship is 
dependent on the particular court order and state law, in all cases, it results in a loss of personal 
autonomy, as the people subject to it no longer are recognized as having the legal right to direct 
their own lives.   

Yet, in the United States, important strides are being made to shift the culture away from 
substitute or surrogate decision-making models for people with disabilities and towards 
approaches such as supported decision-making.  While there is no singular definition or model, 
supported decision-making generally occurs when people work with friends, family, 
professionals, and others they trust to help them understand the situations and choices they 
face, so that they can make their own decisions.  Formal recognition of the role of supported 
decision-making in the lives of people with disabilities are occurring more in state courts, 
legislatures, and pilot projects, as well as by federal and national agencies and organizations 
and, most recently, at the Fourth National Guardianship Summit.   

This panel will explore strategies for continuing this movement beyond guardianship and will be 
informed by a vibrant combination of personal, familial, legal, and other professional 
perspectives.   

 
Learning Objectives 
 
Participants will acquire knowledge and improve their skills in representing and advocating for 
adults with disabilities in the following areas: 
 

 Understanding the enforcement of decision-making rights for people with disabilities as 
consistent with the federal civil rights goals under the Americans with Disabilities Act, the 



Rehabilitation Act, the Developmental Disabilities Assistance and Bill of Rights Act, and 
the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act.  
 

 Understanding the full continuum of decision-making supports that are available across 
the life span, and legal and personal strategies for how to use them to promote self-
determination 
 

 Understanding the lessons learned from recent supported decision-making pilots in 
Massachusetts and Georgia that have resulted in termination of guardianship and legal 
restoration of rights.  
 

 Understanding recent developments across the United States that recognize less-
restrictive decisional support options for people with intellectual and developmental 
disabilities within the courts, state law, and in practice. 
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