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Systems Navigation
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Systems navigation involves becoming 
empowered to make wise decisions in 
creating a coherent set of services and 
supports across life domains. The outcomes 
of systems navigation is increased individual 
and family quality.



What are Frequently 
Used Terms?
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• Case management
• Support coordination
• Service coordination
• Recovery coordination
• Support brokering
• Systems navigation



Types of Systems
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• Military system (TRICARE, family centers)

• Government agency service system (public 
schools)

• Private agency system (private schools)

• Disability support system (family advocacy 
organizations)

• Community system (parks and recreation)



Services and Supports

• Services are the formal programs, 
resources, funding and strategies from 
multiple, complex systems provided to 
individuals with disabilities or their families 
typically through agencies.  

• Supports are the informal programs, 
resources, and strategies provided usually 
through family, friends, and community 
citizens. 

5



Rationale for Systems 
Navigation 
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• To advance family empowerment
• To strengthen family caregiving
• To enhance quality of life of  the 

individual with a disability
• To enhance quality of life of the family
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Overview of Systems Navigation 
Responsibilities Outside the Gate

1. Networking with progressive and reliable allies

2. Envisioning great expectations

3. Knowing and acting on rights

4. Knowing evidence-based practice

5. Mapping and accessing services
6. Keeping records

7. Renewing our spirits
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1. NETWORKING WITH 
PROGRESSIVE AND 
RELIABLE ALLIES
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• Progressive allies – people who have state- 
of-art values and who know the potential and 
believe in the full citizenship of individuals with 
disabilities. 

• Reliable allies – people you can trust and on 
whom you can rely to use sound judgment, 
maintain confidentiality, and act in your best 
interests.  

What do we Mean by 
Progressive and Reliable Allies
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Sisphus from Greek mythology – lonely uphill 
systems navigation 
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If Sisphus had only been allowed to have progressive 
and reliable allies for his uphill systems navigation, he 

could have been successful.
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• Parent Training and Information Centers 
(www.taalliance.org) – Focuses on 
educational advocacy

Ft. Hood, TX – www.partnerstx.org

• Parent to Parent (www.p2pusa.org) – 
Emphasizes emotional and informational 
support through one-to-one match

Ft. Lewis, WA – www.arcwa.org (Parent 
to Parent tab)

National Family Resources – 
Generic Disability Focus 
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http://www.taalliance.org/
http://www.partnerstx.org/
http://www.p2pusa.org/
http://www.arcwa.org/
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• National Federation of Families for Children’s 
Mental Health (www.ffcmh.org) – Focuses on 
behavioral, emotional, and mental health 
disorders.

• The Arc of the U.S. (www.thearc.org) – Focuses 
on intellectual disabilities. 

• Family-to-Family Health Information Centers 
(www.familyvoices.org) – Focuses on special 
health care needs.

National Family Resources – 
Specific Disability Focus

http://www.ffcmh.org/
http://www.thearc.org/
http://www.familyvoices.org/
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• National Council on Independent Living 
(www.ncil.org) – Focuses on individual and 
systems advocacy, information and referral, peer 
support, and independent living skills training for 
individuals with disabilities
Centers for independent living must have 51% 

of staff who are persons with disabilities

National Disability Resource

http://www.ncil.org/
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• National Dissemination Center for 
Children with Disabilities (www.nichcy.org) 
– Includes comprehensive lists of state 
resources; many of the state resources 
have local affiliates.

Most Comprehensive 
Clearinghouse of State Resources

http://www.nichcy.org/


MilitaryHOMEFRONT

General
Disability and
State resources

http://www.militaryhomefront.dod.mil/efm
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http://www.militaryhomefront.dod.mil/efm


Military OneSource
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2. ENVISIONING GREAT 
EXPECTIONS

20
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Envisioning Great Expectations

“Families of children with disabilities are not allowed – 
or at least not encouraged – to have a dream or a 
vision for their children’s future. What the past has 
given as possible outcomes for people with disabilities 
is far less than inspiring. If all we have to look forward 
to is an extension of the past, I should think we would 
want to avoid the pain of that future as long as possible. 
But I have a motto: Vision over visibility. Having a vision 
is not just planning for a future we already know how to 
get to. It is daring to dream about what is possible.” 
(Vohs, 1993, pp. 62-63)

http://www.jessicavohs.com/
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Military Families’ 
Success Stories
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• What are your focus person’s strengths, 
gifts, and talents?

• What are your focus person’s and family’s 
priorities and dreams?

• What are your focus person’s and family’s 
worries and nightmares?

Envisioning Great Expectations 
The  MAPs Process
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• What kind of services and supports would 
bring your focus person closer to his or her 
priorities and dreams?

• What would an ideal week look like for your 
focus person?

• What are the next steps that will be helpful 
in achieving positive outcomes?

Envisioning Great Expectations 
The  MAPs Process



3. KNOWING AND 
ACTING ON RIGHTS
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• Individual with Disabilities Education 
Act’s (IDEA) six principles

Zero reject

Nondiscriminatory evaluation

Appropriate education
Least restrictive placement

Due process

Student/parent participation

Special Education Law: 
Six Principles
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• Specialized Training of Military Parents 
(STOMP) (http://www.stompproject.org) – 
Focuses on empowering military families to 
know educational rights and to access 
services and supports

• Parent Training and Information Centers 
(www.taalliance.org) – Focuses on 
educational advocacy

Special Education Law 
Resources

http://www.stompproject.org/
http://www.taalliance.org/


Comprehensive 
Legal Resource
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• National Disability Rights Network: 
Protection and Advocacy for Individuals with 
Disabilities (http://www.napas.org) – National 
network of state-focused Protection and 
Advocacy (P&A) Systems and Client 
Assistance Programs (CAP).
Visit MilitaryHOMEFRONT’s State 

Resources for P&A/CAP State websites 
http://www.militaryhomefront.dod.mil/efm

http://www.napas.org/
http://www.militaryhomefront.dod.mil/efm


4. KNOWING EVIDENCE- 
BASED PRACTICE

32



33

Evidence-based practice integrates the best 
available research, relevant experience- 
based knowledge, and current policy to 
improve outcomes for individuals with 
disabilities and their families.

Definition of Evidence- 
Based Practice



Making the same mistakes with 
increasing confidence over an 
impressive number of years.

—O’Donnell, 1997, A Skeptic’s Medical Dictionary

Eminence-Based Practice
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• Institute for Educational Science, U.S. 
Department of Education 
(http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc) – Highlights 
research-based practices on a range of 
topics; currently nothing on special education.

• National Dissemination Center for Children 
with Disabilities (www.nichcy.org) – 
Clearinghouse on special education with a 
research section. 

Knowledge Clearinghouses
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http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc
http://www.nichcy.org/


36

• Family Center on Technology and Disability 
(www.fctd.info) – Clearinghouse of 
information on assistive and instructional 
technology for students with disabilities. 

• University Centers for Excellence in 
Developmental Disabilities (www.aucd.org) – 
Link with university programs who have 
major roles in translating knowledge for 
families and professionals to use. 

http://www.fctd.info/
http://www.aucd.org/


Military 
HOMEFRONT; 
the DoD 
Special Needs 
Clearinghouse
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Knowledge-to-Action Guide: 
Planning for Transition from 

Early Intervention to 
Preschool 

http://www.beachcenter.org/wisdom_based_action/transition_to_preschool_(general_version)/transition_knowledge_bank.aspx


5. MAPPING AND 
ACCESSING SERVICES
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• Partner with progressive and reliable allies.
• Parent Information and Training Centers 

(www.taalliance.org) – Majority of staff are 
parents and are highly knowledgeable of 
disability services.

Locating State and 
Community Services

http://www.taalliance.org/
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• National Dissemination Center for Children with 
Disabilities (www.nichcy.org) – Large 
clearinghouse of information on disabilities, IDEA, 
and evidence-based practice; very helpful state 
rosters of disability-related resources 
(www.nichcy.org/Pages/StateSpecificInfo.aspx)

Ft. Shafter, HI 
(http://militaryhomefront.dod.mil/efm - Go to 
State Resources)

Locating State and 
Community Services

http://www.nichcy.org/
http://www.nichcy.org/Pages/StateSpecificInfo.aspx
http://militaryhomefront.dod.mil/efm


MilitaryHOMEFRONT
State Resources
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MilitaryHOMEFRONT
Plan My Move
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Military
INSTALLATIONS
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Family
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TRICARE
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6. KEEPING RECORDS
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• Keeping records is especially important 
due to relocations and deployments.

• Helpful resources exist that include online 
templates for filling in information

Keeping Records
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Special Care Organizational 
Record for Children

• Use the SCOR to:
– Track changes in a child’s 

medicines or treatments
– List POCs for providers 

and organizations
– Prepare for appointments
– File information about your 

child’s health history
– Share new information with 

providers and others.
– MORE!

• Letter of Intent
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SCOR 

Sample 
Page
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Keeping Records

• Communicating with your child’s school: A 
place to keep school information and records – 
www.pacer.org/mpc/pdf/mpc-44.pdf

Includes guidance on communication with 
professionals and recordkeeping
Provides guidance on documenting concerns 

and includes sample letters to send school

http://www.pacer.org/mpc/pdf/mpc-44.pdf
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http://www.p2pusa.org/
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http://www.ncc360.com/


https://apps.mhf.dod.mil/homefrontconnections
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HOMEFRONTConnections
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7. RENEWING OUR SPIRITS
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Overview of Systems Navigation 
Responsibilities Outside the Gate

1. Networking with progressive and reliable allies

2. Envisioning great expectations

3. Knowing and acting on rights

4. Knowing evidence-based practice

5. Mapping and accessing services
6. Keeping records

7. Renewing our spirits
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Group Action Planning as a 
Context for Systems Navigation
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From Group Action Planning 
to Pervasive Community 

Connections
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https://documents.ku.edu/users2/jjewell/AnnPPT v1 .mp4?ticket=t_EwjLUEIn
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