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Definition summarized by Field, Martin, Miller, Ward, and 

Wehmeyer (1998) in the following consensus definition:

 “Self-determination is 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.  When 

acting on the basis of these skills and attitudes, 

individuals have greater ability to take control of their 

lives and assume the role of successful adults (Field et 

al., 1998 p.2). 



Ability to become self-determined

 Most effectively learned through real-world experience

 Involves taking risks, making mistakes, and reflecting on outcomes

 Experiences help test strengths and limitations and identify goals

 Benefit from open, supportive acknowledgement and discussion of 

disability

 Knowledge of how a disability might affect learning, relationships, 

employment, participation in the community, and what supports 

are needed is important in determining future goals (Wehmeyer, 

1996).



Self-Determination for Students with 

Intellectual Disabilities

Supporting adults who have an 

intellectual disability to increase their self-

determination skills and to lead self-

determined lives has been a strong focus 

of both research and disability services for 

more than two decades (Wehmeyer & 

Abery, 2013). 



To put it simply

being self-determined means making 

things happen in a person’s own life, 

instead of having others make things 

happen for them



It is important not to assume the capacity 

of people with disabilities to become self-

determined is flawed. The research clearly 

shows that people with disabilities have 

many fewer opportunities to make 

choices and express preferences across 

their daily lives. 



Balancing Opposing Needs

 Being Both Autonomous and Dependent All at Once

 Everybody needs to feel that they have some degree of 

say in what happens to them yet most people realize 

that they cannot function completely independently of 

others. 

 For those with intellectual disabilities, having the 

freedom to act independently can be hampered by 

well-meaning teachers, families, and friends. 



Wehmeyer, Agran, & Hughes, 1997

Student-directed learning: teaching self-

determination skills



College!

Post-Secondary Education for 

Students with Intellectual 

Disabilities



Post-Secondary Ed for Students with ID

 Researchers have linked postsecondary education with the 

improved employment outcomes for individuals with disabilities 

(Stodden & Conway, 2003).  A strong predictor of postsecondary 

success in employment and other outcomes, such as community 

inclusion and independent living, is self-determination (Field, Sarver, 

& Shaw, 2003), making the correlation between post-secondary 

success and self-determination skills an important one.  Self-

determination should be a central organizing concept in 

postsecondary programs for all students with disabilities, including 

those with an intellectual disability.



Think College!

 http://www.thinkcollege.net/

http://www.thinkcollege.net/


Decision Making

 The choice to attend college

 The choice of which path to take in college

 The choice of which electives to take

 The choice of clubs and activities to take part in

 The choice of what and where to eat

 The choice of who to ask for help with assignments



Setting Realistic Goals

 Living options

 Work options

 Leisure options

 School options



Self-Advocacy

 Being heard

 Decisions allowed to be questioned and discussed



Self-Regulation

 Homework

 Time management

 Diet and nutrition

 Daily routines

 Sleep habits



Self-Monitoring

 Check grades

 Check assignments

 Plan of study



Identify disability and what it means



Self-determination events

 Identify realistic career, living, and leisure goals

 Transportation

 Navigate campus independently

 Speak to professors independently

 Ask for help with assignments (not from parents)

 Join clubs, school activities



Technology to increase independence

 Learn technology for independence

 Text to speech- Natural Reader

 E-mail addresses and passwords

 Speaking e-mail

 Calendar appointments

 Contacts

 Dictation

 Word & PowerPoint (Speak)

 Screen shots

 Identify interest in outside classes



What might S-D Look like in Post-

Secondary School settings

Course Self-determination skills taught

Technology Classes Decision Making, Problem Solving, 

Self-advocacy, Self-evaluation, 

Choice Making, Person Centered 

Planning

Career Classes Decision Making, Problem Solving, 

Self-advocacy, Choice Making

Independent Living Classes Decision Making, Problem Solving, 

Self-advocacy, Self-evaluation, 

Choice Making, Goal Setting, Person 

Centered Planning



Questions & Comments

Thank you for attending!


