
Welcome!

ODP Training:  Supports Intensity Scale- Adult Version™ and 

Related Areas



Foundational Elements

Natalie Ihli,  AAIDD Senior SIS Trainer  
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Walk Away

1. Understand the purpose of Supports Intensity 

Scale – Adult (SIS-A)

2. Know the components of the SIS-A 

3. Interpret SIS-A results 



What is MORE IMPORTANT to you?

Happiness Meaning
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The more meaning we find in life, 

the more happy we typically feel, 

and the more happy we feel, the 

more we often feel encouraged to 

pursue even greater meaning and 

purpose.

-Scientific  American 2017
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The Supports Intensity Scale
-Adult Version

• Developed by AAIDD over a five-year period in 

response to changes in how society views and 

relates to people with disabilities

• Originally published in 2004 as SIS

• SIS-A is the updated version, published in 2015
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Individual Level. Basis for Individualized 

Support Plan

Agency Level. Basis for staffing, staff 

training, budgeting, strategic planning, 

and evaluation

System Level. Basis for resource 

allocation, research/evaluation, and 

systems planning 

Multiple Uses for SIS
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Standardized

Reliability

Validity 

Measures the pattern and 

intensity of supports an 

adult with intellectual and  

developmental disabilities 

needs to be successful.
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How SIS-A is Different

Not concerned with 
what the individual 

can or can’t do.

Group 
perspective

Captures needed 
supports, may differ 

from current services. 

SIS-A is a 
planning 

tool.    

SIS-A 

Directly 

Measures 

Supports



Five Trends that Created a 
Need for SIS  

1. Changes in the Expectations for People with 

Disabilities

2. Functional Descriptions of Disabilities 

3. Cultural and Chronological Age Appropriate 

Activities

4. Individual Driven Services and Supports

5. Support Networks that Provide Individualized 

Supports



Fundamental Principles of the SIS-A

People with disabilities deserve to:

– Experience the same rights and 
responsibilities as other adults their age 
without disabilities.

– Explore dreams and expectations.

– Discover and access opportunities that are 
available to other adults in the community.

– Participate as part of a larger community 
rather than in a segregated setting.



SIS-A

Components 

and 

Administration
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Supports Intensity Scale-Adult Version

SIS-A has Three Sections:

– Exceptional Medical and Behavioral 
Support Needs

– Supports Needs Index 

– Supplemental Protection and Advocacy 
Scale
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SIS-A Administration

SIS-A is administered via a semi-structured 
interview with two or more respondents who 
know the individual well.

The SIS-A and each Section of the SIS-A is 
introduced and explained prior to the interviewer 
asking item questions. 

The SIS-A is measuring what support or help a 
person needs to complete each task. Each task 
contains multiple steps. 

The SIS-A does not measure if a person can or 
can not do the task.



SIS-A Administration

The SIS-A assessment has an Interviewer and valid 

Respondents (the individual plus at least two 

respondents)

The Interviewer and Respondents work together to

determine ratings that capture the supports the 

individual needs for success
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Section 1: Exceptional Medical and 
Behavioral Support

CURRENT supports to maintain, treat or prevent 

exceptional needs.

Exceptional Support over and above, beyond what 

is usual, may have been trained to support 

individual by a professional 

Rating Key

 0 = No Support

 1 = Some Support

 2 = Extensive Support
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Section 1: Exceptional Medical
Support Needs

• Respiratory Care (Oxygen use; postural drainage; Chest 

PT; Suctioning)

• Feeding Assistance (Oral Stimulation; Tube Feeding; 

Parenteral Feeding)

• Skin Care (Turning/Positioning; Dressing of Open 

Wounds)

• Other Exceptional Medical Care (Immune Issues, 

Seizure Management; Dialysis; Ostomy; 

Lifting/Transferring; Therapy; Hypertension;; Allergies; 

Diabetes

• Other
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• Order of Importance/Number

• List all items
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Section 1: Exceptional Behavioral 
Support Needs

Current and Exceptional

Prevention

• Externally Directed Destructiveness (Assaults to 

others; emotional outbursts; property destruction; 

stealing)

• Self Directed Behavior (Self-Injury; Suicide Attempts; 

Pica)

• Sexual Behavior (Nonaggressive but inappropriate; 

Aggressive sexual behavior)

• Other (Substance Abuse; wandering; maintenance of 

mental health, other serious behavioral issues)
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THE SUPPORT NEEDS 
INDEX (SNI)

Section 2



SIS provides important information

– Explores different aspects of life

– Points out activities the person may want to try 

– Helps people understand how to provide 

meaningful support

– Provides an in-depth picture of the support 

needs

23

SIS is a PROGRESSIVE tool, a CHANGE AGENT! It is designed to 

promote positive change in the lives of people.



Supported  Success 

With the Right Supports in place…

people soar!

Individual

Support 

Success



Standard of Each SIS Item: Success!



Shift in Thinking :  Supported Success

Considering the 
individual 

involved all 
activities

Supported 
success, not 
“doing for” or 
caretaking

Success as 
defined by local 

community 
standard
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Pattern 
and 

Intensity 
of Support

Medical 
Support 
Needs

Settings

Personal 
Competence

Life 
Activities

Behavioral 
Support 
Needs

Major Influences on Needed Supports
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Overview of Section 2& 3 of the                   
SIS-A Interview

Interviewing Rules:

– Complete all items even if a life activity is not applicable 

to the individual.

– Complete items based on the supports that would be 

necessary for the individual with disabilities to be 

successful in each activity.

– To determine appropriate ratings include at least two 

valid respondents and the individual

– If a person uses assistive devices, then rate them with  

assistive devices in place.



The SIS-A Bridges the Gap

Standard of  an 

Adult in Your 

Community:
Expectations

Responsibilities

Involvement in the 

activity

Individual  

Being 

Assessed:
Expectations

Responsibilities

Involvement in the 

activity Type of Support

Frequency of Support

Daily Support Time

© Copyright 2010 by American Association on Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities
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SIS-A Ratings Work Together to Tell a 
Story of the Individual’s Support Needs

31

Type of 
Support

Frequency
Daily 

Support 
Time
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Type of Support
(BEST FIT)

If the person were to engage in the activity on a regular basis 
over the next several months, what extraordinary support 
would enable him or her to be successful in the activity?

0 = None

1 = Monitoring 

2 = Verbal/gestural prompting 

3 = Partial physical assistance 

4 = Full physical assistance
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Frequency of Support

If the person were to engage in the activity on a regular basis over the 

next several months, how often would extraordinary support be 

needed to enable him or her to be successful in the activity?

0 = None or less than monthly   

1 = At least once a month, but not once a week

2 = At least once a week, but not once a day                                     

3 = At least once a day, but not once a hour                              

4 = Hourly or more frequently
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Daily Support Time (Cumulative)

If the person were to engage in the activity on a 

regular basis over the next several months, how 

much total daily support time would be needed 

to enable the individual to be successful in the 

activity?

0 = None

1 = Less than 30 minutes

2 = 30 minutes to less than 2 hours

3 = 2 hours to less than 4 hours

4 = 4 hours or more
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Rating Clarification

1. Ratings should reflect the supports that would be 

necessary for the person to be successful in each 

activity.

2. Ratings may not reflect what is currently happening.

3. Supports from anyone is include (paid or unpaid).

4. Ratings are community specific.



Section 2: 6 Life Domains
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SUPPLEMENTAL PROTECTION
AND ADVOCACY SCALE

Section 3



Protection and Advocacy Activities



What Do the 
Scores Mean?
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Scoring Section 1

In both the Medical and Behavioral supports 
needs sections:

– ADD the subtotals from both “1” and “2” columns 

= TOTAL
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Total = 3



Section 2: Support Needs Index (SNI)
Total Score of Each Item
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A total score provides a convenient summary of the amount of support required for all 57 

life items in Section 2: Support Needs Index and Section 3: Protection and Advocacy 

Activities.  

The total score of each item is the sum of three ratings, Type of Support, Frequency and 

Daily Support Time.  

The example above shows 2 + 2 + 2 = 6 for both items from the Community Living domain 

of a SIS-A report. 



Section 2: Support Needs Index (SNI)

Standardized Scores 

The 6 life domains in Section 2 are scored and 
entered into the scoring tables and standardized 
normed scores and percentile rankings are 
assisgned

Percentile Ranking

The score shows how the individual’s support 
needs compare to the sample group of people with 
intellectual and developmental disabilities



Standard Scores & Percentiles

Standard Scores and Percentiles represent an 

individual's total rating scores compared to the 

group of individuals with intellectual and related 

developmental disabilities that originally answered 

the same questions when the SIS was created. 
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Standard Scores & Percentiles

What this means: Each person receives fair and 

consistent results. 

Example: A Standard Score of 8 and a Percentile of 

25 means an individual’s support needs, in that 

Activity Subscale, represents an individual that 

may require 25% out of 100% of the possible 

support needs. 
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Support Needs Graph
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The Support Needs Graph provides a visual way to see an 

individual's percentiles for every activity subscale in Section 

2 of the SIS-A.

What this means:  The graph is a simple way to review an 

individual's support needs in seven life activity domains.

Example: This graph shows each bar and how it represents an 

individual's support needs in each activity subscale.



Support Needs Index (SNI)
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The Support Needs Index (SNI) is 

the overall intensity of support 

needs for the individual in all 

activity subscales in Section 2 of 

the SIS-A. 



Support Needs Index

The SNI is a way to compare an individual’s 

support needs related to other individuals with 

intellectual and other related developmental 

disabilities.  The higher the SNI number the more 

support an individual requires for the activity 

subscales in Section 2 of the SIS-A.

53



54

Example: The SNI 

represents an individual’s 

the support needs in all 

Section 2 activity 

subscales.  

A SNI of 39 means an 

individual may require 39% 

out of the possible 100% of 

support needs.  

Support Needs Index



Adam

SNI



Chris



Brooke



Questions?
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STRATEGIES TO USE SIS-A
Individual Planning
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Who Likes Change? 

Change

Progress

Innovation

Self-Improvement
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When is Change Successful? 

Repetition

Accountability

Manageable

Achievable

Fit With Your Beliefs
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Why is Planning Important? 

Because… knowing how to prepare 
your own meals means little if you 
have no one to share them with

Because… being able to take care of 
your own apartment means little if 
you are isolated

We know people need support – we 
don’t need an inventory of skills (or 
limitations) to promote 
connectedness with others
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Planning Strategies

1. Review and discuss with individuals the items 

from the SIS report.

2. Narrow down prioritized SIS items to areas of 

interest to the person.

3. Consider support needs based on SIS ratings. 

Remind the individual and the team the meaning 

of the ratings.
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Strategy #1:  Prioritize Important Items 

1. Review and discuss with individuals the 

Important To items from the SIS report.

2. Narrow down prioritized SIS items to areas of 

interest to the person.

3. Consider support needs based on SIS ratings. 

Remind the individual and the team the meaning 

of the ratings.
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Align MOST Important 
to and Important For

Most 
Important 

To 
the 

individual 

Most 
Important 

For 
the 

individual 



TO vs. FOR

Most Important TO

•Based on the individual’s personal 
priorities, preferences, interests, and 
passion

•Not necessarily restricted to verbal 
indications of preference; actions and 
behavior also speak loudly.

Most Important FOR

•Critical to the individual’s health and/or 
safety

•Often identified by the team in 
cooperation with the individual
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Jane’s Plan 

Link Maintaining Diet and Participating in Decisions

Create plan to accomplish both:

1.  Explore nutrition classes in the community

2.  Review decision on a weekly basis
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Strategy #2: Move Toward Active
Engagement and Participation 
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Strategy #2: Move Toward Active
Engagement and Participation  

1. Incorporate needed supports into daily activities

2. Look for opportunities for the person to participate in 

meaningful ways

3. Explore how to help/support, not do for completely

4. Use rating key descriptors to provide teaching and 

support strategies

It doesn’t have to be ALL or NOTHING!
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Jane’s Team
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We learn during the SIS Interview that Jane currently 

has access to transportation once a month to visit her 

friends and family.  

How can we help Jane’s current situation align with the 

SIS? 
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Strategy #3: Linking items



Strategy #3: Linking items

Using Information from more than one item:

– Provides more information

– Provides objectives

– Supports functional descriptors
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EXAMPLE

Learning Functional Academics

TOS= 3   F= 3  DST= 3

Learning Health and Physical Education

TOS= 2   F= 3  DST= 3

Jane learns best by  ______________ 

73



Summary

3 ways to use SIS-A Information:

1. Align Important To and Important For

2. Move Toward Active Support

3. Link Items 
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How can PLANNING 

really make a 

difference in 

improving the quality 

of life for people with 

disabilities?



How Will You Sustain A New Direction?
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Change vs. Transition 
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Additional 

information about 

SIS-A can be found 

on the AAIDD 

website
aaidd.org/sis

http://aaidd.org/sis


THANK YOU!
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Questions?
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