
Strengthening Self-
Determination for Success



Collaborative and 
Consistent



1. Describe a long-term goal you accomplished 
even though there were challenges along the way 
that you had to overcome. Explain the challenge.
Goal:____________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________
Challenge:________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________



2. Describe a daily or short-term goal you
accomplished even though you faced challenges. 
Explain the challenge. 
Goal:_______________________________________
____________________________________________
____________________________________________
Challenge:___________________________________
____________________________________________
____________________________________________



3. List the skills you used to overcome
those challenges and accomplish the 
goals.
_________________________________
_________________________________
_________________________________
_________________________________



Perspective…

Answer the following questions with Yes, No, or Maybe 

1. Does your student/child have those skills?

2. Do you think your student/child will need these 
skills to be successful in adulthood?

3. Can your student/child learn these skills by setting 
a goal, creating a plan to attain the goal, and 
evaluating progress toward the goal?

Yes!



What is Self-Determination?



Little Red Train



Self-Determination
• Set and Work towards Goals
• Believe in One’s Abilities- Self-Efficacy
• Be Motivated
• Address Challenges or Solve Problems 
• Persist, Adjust or Adapt
• Be Self-Aware
• Make Choices 
• Consider Options
• Access Supports
• Advocate for Oneself 
• Take Responsibility

(Field, Martin, Miller, Ward, & Wehmeyer, 1998)



Causal Agent

Action

OutcomeSelf-Determination
“A combination of skills, knowledge, and 

beliefs that enable a person to engage in 
goal directed, self-regulated, 
autonomous behavior. An understanding 
of one’s strengths and limitations 
together with a belief in oneself as 
capable and effective are essential to 
self-determination.” 

(Field, Martin, Miller, Ward, & Wehmeyer, 1998, p.2)

“. . . dispositional characteristic 
manifested as acting as the causal agent 
in one’s life. Self-determined people (i.e., 
causal agents) act in service to freely 
chosen goals. Self-determined actions 
function to enable a person to be the 
causal agent is his or her life”
Shogren, Wehmeyer, Palmer, Forber-Pratt, Little, & Lopez, 2015, p. 258



Self-Determined?

Shiny New Engine
Strong Freight Engine

Rusty Old Engine



Self-Determination vs. Choices

• Evident
• Self-Awareness
• Choice Making
• Self-Efficacy - Belief
• Self-Advocate
• Goal
• Persistence
• Motivated
• Addresses Challenges (some)

• Not Evident
• Access Supports

(Wehmeyer, 1996)



Little Blue Engine
• Lower Self-Determination

• Lacked
• Goals
• Self-Efficacy
• Motivation
• Ability to Address Challenges
• Ability to Persist
• Self-Awareness
• Ability to Self-Advocate
• Ability to Make Choices

• Possessed
• Ability to Access Supports



Self-Determination and Outcomes

• Young adults with higher self-determination skills at the end of 
high school had higher rates of 
• community involvement 
• employment with benefits
• independent living (Shogren et al., 2015) 

• Student attendance at IEP meetings and self-advocacy are 
positively related to competitive employment (Wehman et al., 2014).

• Self-determination is a significant predictor of academic 
achievement in reading and math and the strongest predictor of 
achievement when controlling for all other factors (e.g. gender, 
family income, urbanicity) (Gaumer, Erickson et al., 2015). 



Little Blue Engine
• Relied on Supports

• Gained
• Goal or Purpose
• Motivation
• Support for Belief  in 

Abilities

• Experienced
• Self-Efficacy 
• Addressing Challenges
• Persistence
• Self-Awareness





Field & 
Hoffman, 

1994



It’s All About the 
Opportunity!

Take a look.





Adjust, Adapt, or Persist

“It’s not about the hits you 
take, it’s about how you 

get back up.” 
-Mohammed Ali





We all experience 
moments where we are 

at risk…
… how well we weather 

these moments depends 
upon our ability to be 

resilient.

Search-Institute.org



Let’s Increase Student Self-
Determination 

One Strategy



Five x Five
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qq Five to Set
1. Evaluate Current Performance
2. Choose Goal Topic or Action
3. Determine Condition
4. Set Criteria
5. Write the Goal



Evaluate Current Performance

• Standards
• Established
• Personal

• Assessment
• Teacher Evaluation
• Self-Evaluation

• Student Reflection

1. 

How am I doing?



Choose Goal Topic or Action

• Physically Observed

• Measurable Outcome

2. 

What do I want to do or work on?



Determine Condition

• Level of Difficulty
• Accommodations
• Modifications
• Strategies
• Special Materials

3. 

What am I going to use to reach the goal?



Set Criteria

• Review Current Performance

• Identify Target Point

• KEEPING IT REAL!

4. 

How well do I want to do?



Write the Goal
• Formula

• Audience (who), behavior (specific actions the audience 
will perform, demonstrate or exhibit), condition (refers to 
the context in which the person will perform), evaluation 
(as measured by) 

• Example: Jennifer will lose 15 pounds by March 31, 2021, 
as measured by weekly weigh-ins on Wednesday nights 
on her home bathroom scale. 

• In order for Tom to move from current performance of 
the 18th percentile in reading fluency (fall benchmark at 
6th grade) to expected performance, by the end of the 
IEP year, he will read at an average fluency of the 40th 
percentile (spring benchmark) at the 6th grade level as 
measured by an average of his 3 most recent bi-weekly 
administered nationally norm referenced reading fluency 
probes.

5. 

What do I want to accomplish?



Five to Attain 
1. Goal
2. Plan
3. Act
4. Evaluate
5. Adjust



Goal

• Five to Set

• Goal is written

1. 



Plan

• A Plan describes what is going to be done in 
order to accomplish a goal.
• A Plan answers questions in six goal supporting 

areas.
• Standard
• Motivation
• Strategy
• Support
• Schedule
• Feedback

2. 



Act

• Act is when the Plan is implemented.

• Act determines if the Plan succeeds or breaks 
down.

3. 



Evaluate

• Identify which of the six parts of the Plan and 
Act worked or did not work.

• Identify why those parts work or did not work.

4. 



Adjust

• Determine what changes need to be made to the 
Plan.

• Change the Plan.

5. 



Bringing It All Together
• Setting

• Curriculum Integration
• Separate Instruction

• Goal Areas
• Timelines
• Monitoring

• Plans
• Progress

• Outcomes?



Opportunities to Promote 
Self-Determination

????



How many examples of self-
determination do you see?



The Self-Determined 
Learning Model of 
Instruction 

“SDLMI”
The Instructional Model that Promotes Self-Determination.



SDLMI Promotes Self-Determination

• Goal Setting
• Problem Solving
• Decision and Choice Making
• Self-Management
• Self-Awareness



SDLMI
• Enables students to become causal agents in 

their lives by balancing self-regulation and 
teacher direction
• Promotes self-directed learning
• Benefits all students with or without a 

disability
• Integrates into academic content
• Uses a problem solving methodology

Wehmeyer et al., 2000



Self-Determined Learning 
Model of Instruction (SDLMI)

Phase 1: Set a Goal 
-What is my Goal?
• What do I want to learn?
• What do I know about it now?
• What must change for me to learn what I don’t 

know?
• What can I do to make this happen?

Phase 2: Take Action
-What is my plan?
• What can I do to learn what I don’t know?
• What could keep me from taking action?
• What can I do to remove these barriers?
• When will I take action?

Phase 3: Adjust Goal or Plan
-What have I learned?
• What actions have I taken?
• What barriers have been removed?
• What has changed about what I don’t know?
• Do I know what I want to know?

Wehmeyer et al., 2000



Considerations
• Students

• Start with 1 or 2

• Setting
• Curriculum 

Integration
• Separate Instruction

• Goal Areas
• Academic, Behavioral, 

etc.

• Timeframe
• Start with short term 

goals 2 weeks

• Monitoring
• Plans
• Progress

• What’s Next?
• How will you 

implement, get 
and provide 
support, evaluate 
implementation?



Special Educators: Preschool-Transition Program

Self-
Determination 

101

SDLMI Follow-Up

Self-Determined 
Learning Model 
of Instruction 

(SDLMI)

Individual 
Observation and 

Coaching

Evaluation and 
Planning for 

Following Year

Parent Self-
Determination 
Workshop and 

Panel

Provide SDLMI 
Training for 

Other Special 
Educator



What Teachers Said…

1. Knowledge of Self-Determination
2. Creating Self-Determination Opportunities
3. Strategies for Developing Student Self-

Determination
4. Including Parents/Families in Creating Self-

Determination Opportunities



Self-Determination Opportunities
• “I Can” prompts and language to build self-esteem and motivate task 

completion
• “I Am” language to develop self-awareness
• Self-regulation through affirmations to motivate and maintain positive affect
• Student developed instructional goals to drive independent work behaviors
• Exploration of career requirements to motivate skill development and self-

evaluate preparedness
• Self-evaluation of goals using developmentally accessible tools
• Choice making to develop awareness of autonomous behavior
• Letters to parents during IEP meeting outlining student self-awareness of 

current work, statements of pride, challenges, strategies that work, personal 
learning, classroom community involvement 



Teacher Voices on Including Families in SD Opportunities

1. Find the Balance between Expectation and Anxiety
“It was really a battle for a while. You know, the mother trying to get us to 
micro-manage. And the girl doesn't want to be micro-managed either…But, 
by the end of the school year, the mom was crying because she was so 
happy to see how far her daughter had come.”

“helicoptering or snow plowing their kids, moving stuff out of the way so 
things are easy for them and fixing it for them.” 

2. Family Knowledge of Self-determination 
“a lot of the parents, when they hear the ideas of self-determination, they 
think of it as a big thing and they don't even necessarily know that their kids 
are already doing those things, in every day interactions.” 



4. Families Respond Differently
“It’s been kind of a range of parents. We have some parents that just aren’t 
willing to accept yet that their child needs additional support. Then we have 
other parents that are so open to accepting suggestions, and if we say, “Try this 
at home,” they’ll try everything in their power to try to get them to do it at 
home…Then they go home and do it, and then the child finally does it for them. 
They’re just so excited because they haven’t seen it."

5. See It To Believe It
“You just have to teach [parents] how to do it or break it down smaller. Once 
they learn how to do that, and they figure out their child can do it, they get so 
excited. Then they want more and more.”

6. You Know My Child
“He [parent] said to me, ‘I really feel like you understand my daughter and I 
appreciated that.’ So, I’m really excited about that.” 



Taking It Home…

…Packing the Parent Backpack



Getting 
Started…

Connecting 
with Families

1. Know families preferred method of communication
• Letters home (email and hard copy)
• Newsletter (email and hard copy)
• Phone calls In person meetings
• Google classroom
• Students share information (cue cards, practice)
• Others?

2. Understand family perspective
• Protective nature
• Best interest of their child
• Cultural considerations
• May already do 

3. Prepare families to discuss sensitive topics 
• No judgement
• Example presented as generalizations – strategies have limits
• Focused on student success
• Open minded



Families Promoting Self-Determination

• Family features can facilitate or impede development of self-
determination. 
• Family practices can support prosocial skills that influence self-

determination skills.

Turnbull & Turnbull, 1996



10 Things Parents Can Do

There is no 
direct, 

prescribed 
path.



1. Find the Balance 
between Protection 
and Independence.

• Allow your child to explore 
his/her world.
• Support your child in taking 

risks guaranteed to result in a 
positive outcome.

It isn’t easy to “let 
go” and there are 

obvious limits.
Wehmeyer & Field, 2007 



What’s in a Name? Helicopters and Hummingbirds

Parent Self-
Determination Child Self-

Determination



2.  Help children learn what they 
say or do is important and can 
have an influence on others. 

• Allow your child risk taking and 
exploration.
• Encourage your child to ask 

questions and express opinions.
• Involve your child in family 

discussions and decision making, 
when appropriate.

Wehmeyer & Field, 2007 



3. Promote self-worth and self-
confidence.

• Model your own sense of 
positive self-esteem.
• Show your child he/she is 

important by spending time with 
him/her.
• Involve your child in family 

activities and discussions.

Wehmeyer & Field, 2007 



4. Address questions from your 
child about his/her strengths and 
weaknesses.

• Focus on your child’s strengths 
and the challenges, find the 
balance.
• Stress individuality.
• Encourage your child’s unique 

abilities.
• Help your child 

acknowledge/accept  
unavoidable limitations.

Wehmeyer & Field, 2007 



5. Recognize the process of 
working towards goals; don’t just 
emphasize the outcomes.

• Model and encourage 
organization and goal setting 
skills.
• Make lists or hang Dry-Erase 

boards with daily schedule for 
each family member.
• Talk about the steps you each 

use to complete a task.
• Involve your child in steps to 

plan towards a family goal.

Wehmeyer & Field, 2007 



6. Provide opportunities for your 
child to realize that everyone is 
unique.

• Start providing opportunities as 
early as possible.
• Schedule opportunities for your 

child to interact with other 
children of different ages and 
backgrounds.
• Day Care Centers
• Play Groups
• Personal Interest Activities
• Churches
• Playing in the Neighborhood

Wehmeyer & Field, 2007 



7. Set realistic but ambitious 
expectations for your child.

• Actively engage with your child’s 
educational experience.
• Your child’s goals should extend 

just beyond his/her reach.
• Make sure to not force activities 

that lead to frustration.
• Understand that your child’s 

academic progress should occur 
at home as well as school.

Wehmeyer & Field, 2007 



8. Allow your child to take 
responsibility for his/her own 
actions; successes and failures.

• Provide valid reasons for doing 
things that link your child’s 
actions to the outcomes.

• Child gets a Community Service 
award at school.
• Child response: “Lots of kids got 

awards.” 
• Parent response: “No, you worked 

hard raising money for Relay for 
Life. That is a great way to 
provided community service and 
you were recognized for your 
work.”

Wehmeyer & Field, 2007 



9. Take every opportunity to allow 
your child to make choices.

• Where possible and appropriate 
make choice opportunities 
meaningful to your child. 
• Clothing choices.
• Dinner choices.
• Vacation choices.

• When offering choices make 
sure your child’s decision is 
honored.

Wehmeyer & Field, 2007 



CheerLEADing: Whose got the Megaphone?

OR
Parent Self-

Determination Child Self-
Determination



10. Provide Honest, Positive 
Feedback.

• Focus on the behavior or task 
that needs changing in order to 
de-emphasize your child’s feeling 
of failure.
• Support your child learning from 

his/her mistakes by structuring 
the discussion on the behavior 
so your child does not believe 
the problem is within him/her –
this does not mean shirking 
responsibility.

Wehmeyer & Field, 2007 



A 3 year-old builds a 
pillow mountain, it 
collapses. She laughs 
hysterically. Repeats… 
lesson taught.

-Walter Sabo 
ABC Radio Consultant



11. Some Additional Strategies

• Share Stories of Self-Determination
• Personal
• Published – Resources in Handout

• Capitalize on Teachable Moments
• Observe your child throughout the 

day for opportunities to learn through 
real experiences

Wehmeyer & Field, 2007 



Student Involvement in 
the IEP

If you don't take charge of shaping your own 
destiny, 

others will apply their agenda to you. 
--Eric Allenbaugh



IDEA 2004 Emphasizes

• Students must be invited to their IEP meetings 
the year they turn 16 (which often occurs 
when IEPs are constructed at the age of 15) 
and for the remainder of their high school 
years.

• Needs to start in grade school



Token Member of IEP Team?

• Student invitation 
to be present does 
not provide 
opportunity for 
equal participation 
or decision making



Tokenism Research

• When students attend educator-directed IEP 
meetings they simply sat, listened, and seldom 
participated. (Lovitt et al.,1994)

• Students want to participate but instead 
passively respond because they felt unwelcome 
and not respected at their educational planning 
meetings. (Powers et al.,1999) 



Just Being There Isn’t Enough
• When students aren’t taught to 

participate
• Meeting atmosphere 

intimidating
• Agenda driven rather than 

student-centered
• Students don’t actively 

participate and discuss 
preferences
• Self-determination skills 

inhibited
(Arndt, Konrad, Test, 2006)

Marshall, 2009



Overcoming Tokenism
• Students need training to actively participate and lead 

an IEP meeting
• When trained, students with varying disabilities are 

able to participate in the IEP meeting
(Test, Mason, Hughes, Konrad,

Neale, & Wood, 2004)

Marshall, 2009



When students were taught the Self-Directed 
IEP

• Students
• Talked more and completed 

more leadership activities
• Had more positive 

perceptions about the 
meeting
• Remembered their goals 

afterward
(Martin, Van Dycke, Christensen, 
Greene, Gardner, & Lovett,  2006)



Student Lead IEP Benefits

• Students know more about their 
• Disabilities
• Legal rights
• Appropriate accommodations

• Students gain
• Increased self-confidence
• Ability to advocate for themselves

• Parents attend more IEP meetings
Mason, McGahee-Kovac, & Johnson, 2004


