
What is The Office for People With Developmental Disabilities (OPWDD) 

OPWDD is a New York State agency that provides supports and services to people with developmental disabilities, 

including—but not limited to—intellectual disability, autism spectrum disorder, cerebral palsy, epilepsy, neurological 

impairment, etc. 

Its mission is to help people live more independently, participate in their communities, get employment, live in supportive 

housing, etc. 

How to Apply / Eligibility & Process 

1. Contact the Front Door:   “Front Door” is the entry point. Reach out to your regional OPWDD Front Door Office. 

They provide information, connect you with a *Care Coordination Organization* (CCO), and help with the eligibility‐

determination process. 

2. Choose a Care Coordination Organization (CCO). In NYC, there are three main CCOs: Advanced Care Alliance 

(ACA), Care Design NY, and Tri-County Care. The CCO helps you with gathering paperwork, assessments, applying for 

Medicaid and waivers, and managing your plan. |            

3. Gather Required Documentation & Evaluations. 

 You will need: 

• A Psychological evaluation (with IQ testing, etc.) 

o Adaptive behavior assessment, depending on IQ scores 

• A Social history / psychosocial evaluation (recent) 

•  A Medical report or specialist report showing health status, diagnosis, etc.          

4. Eligibility Determination: OPWDD’s regional office (the Developmental Disabilities Regional Office, or DDRO) 

reviews the materials. 

5. Assessments & Planning:  Once eligibility is confirmed: 

• For those under 18: there is the *Child & Adolescent Needs & Strengths (CANS)* assessment; for older individuals, 

there is the *Coordinated Assessment System (CAS)*. For younger children, there’s also the DDP-2 (Developmental 

Disabilities Profile) interview. These help determine strengths, needs, interests, service plan. 

Then a *Life Plan* or service plan is developed with help from the care coordinator.& 

6.  Enrolling in Medicaid / Waivers: many OPWDD services are funded through Medicaid, you’ll need Medicaid 

eligibility. Also, the *Home & Community-Based Services (HCBS) Waiver* is the main way for many supports. 

 If child’s family income disqualifies them under standard Medicaid rules, there may be a waiver of parental deeming (i.e. 

parental income/resources waived) under certain conditions. ([OPWDD][6]) 

7. Access Services: Once eligible, and after Life Plan / service plan, you can begin to use services such as day programs, 

residential supports, employment supports, respite, etc. Which services depend on what was assessed as needed, what’s 

available in your area, and funding. 

Services Available 

Family Support Services (FSS): respite, family training, behavioral support, sibling services, recreation/social, 

after-school programs, reimbursement for certain expenses. 

Home & Community-Based Services (HCBS Waiver): community habilitation, day habilitation, supported 

employment, day programs, residential services, crisis services, adaptive equipment, environmental modifications 

Self-Direction: allows the individual/family more control over how supports are delivered, who provides them, hiring 

staff, etc. Support Brokers help manage budgets and services. 

Residential Services: for people who need more intensive support, homes supervised by qualified personnel. 

Care Coordination: via CCOs, getting help navigating the system, planning, applying, linking to other services. 

After School, Recreation and Community Integration: for engagement, socialization, community participation. 

Challeges 

1. Delay in assessments and documentation 

   Getting psychological, social history, adaptive behavior, etc., may take a long time. Sometimes long waits for clinics or 

providers; reports must be recent (many less than 1-3 years old). Missing or outdated documents can lead to delays or 

denials. ([Reddit][8]) 

2. Complex & confusing paperwork / requirements 

   The multiple types of assessments, medical documentation, legal forms, etc., can be overwhelming. Understanding 

which evaluation tools are acceptable is important. ([OPWDD][4]) 

3. Waitlists and provider availability 



   Once eligible, getting into services (day programs, residential supports, respite) may depend on availability, providers in 

your area, sometimes there may be waiting lists. 

4. Navigating Medicaid / funding 

   Because many services are Medicaid-funded, families need to ensure Medicaid eligibility, manage waiver applications, 

parental deeming issues. If Medicaid lapses or isn’t applied for correctly, services can be delayed or denied. 

5. Communication and follow-through 

   Keeping track of what’s submitted, following up with care coordinators, the DDRO, and the CCO. Sometimes people 

report that they don’t hear back, or there is confusion about what’s “done.” 

6. **Service gaps** 

   Some specialized services may be scarce. Geographic disparities in service availability; language or cultural barriers; 

sometimes insufficient resources for high-need individuals. 

 

 

## Tips for Parents / Caregivers 

Here are practical tips to make the process go more smoothly and improve chances of getting what’s needed: 

* **Start early** — begin gathering reports, evaluations, medical documentation as soon as you suspect developmental 

disability. The more up-to-date evaluations, the better. 

* **Be organized** — keep copies of everything. Make checklists of what’s required. Note due dates for renewals of 

assessments. 

* **Choose your CCO (Care Coordination Organization) carefully** — ask them about how fast they respond, what 

support they provide, experience with high-need cases. 

* **Stay in communication** — follow up regularly. Don’t assume someone else will call you back; be proactive. 

* **Understand your rights** — you have appeal rights if eligibility is denied. Know deadlines for appeals. Ask about 

provisional eligibility (especially for younger children). ([OPWDD][4]) 

* **Look for advocacy & support resources** — non-profits, parent groups, borough developmental disability 

councils, etc., can help you navigate. INCLUDEnyc is an example. ([INCLUDEnyc][3]) 

* **Know what services are available locally** — sometimes services are more accessible in certain boroughs or 

neighborhoods. Identify providers, waitlists, etc. 

* **Keep Medicaid in good standing** — redetermine eligibility annually, respond to notices. Without Medicaid, many 

services aren’t payable. 

* **Consider self-direction** if you want more control over services, but be aware that it also means more responsibility 

in hiring, oversight, and budgeting. 

 

 

If you want, I can put this into a nice flyer PDF or slide you can print, or I can also pull up specific service providers in 

*your borough* to help you get started. Do you want that? 

[1]: https://includenyc.org/help-center/resources/office-for-people-with-developmental-disabilities-

opwdd/?utm_source=chatgpt.com(link is external and opens in a new window) "OPWDD | INCLUDEnyc" 

[2]: https://opwdd.ny.gov/access-care?utm_source=chatgpt.com (link is external and opens in a new window)"Access 

Supports | Office for People With Developmental Disabilities" 

[3]: https://includenyc.org/help-center/resources/application-process-for-opwdd-services/?utm_source=chatgpt.com(link 

is external and opens in a new window) "Application for OPWDD Services | INCLUDEnyc" 

[4]: https://opwdd.ny.gov/eligibility/?utm_source=chatgpt.com(link is external and opens in a new window) "Eligibility | 

Office for People With Developmental Disabilities" 

[5]: https://opwdd.ny.gov/getting-started/medicaid-and-opwdd-services?utm_source=chatgpt.com(link is external and 

opens in a new window) "Medicaid and OPWDD Services | Office for People With Developmental Disabilities" 

[6]: https://opwdd.ny.gov/eligibility-and-referrals?utm_source=chatgpt.com(link is external and opens in a new 

window) "Eligibility and Referrals | Office for People With Developmental Disabilities" 

[7]: https://opwdd.ny.gov/providers/self-direction-providers/?utm_source=chatgpt.com(link is external and opens in a new 

window) "Self-Direction for Providers | Office for People With Developmental Disabilities" 

[8]: https://www.reddit.com/r/AskNYC/comments/1ayl7ta?utm_source=chatgpt.com(link is external and opens in a new 

window) "How long does it take to start services with OPWDD?" 
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