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Abstract 

Among different transitions that happen in a young person’s life, transition to adulthood can be 

one of the most challenging. The new post-school environment requires increased self-

determination, including self-awareness, self-advocacy, self-management, and other important 

skills that help one function as an independent adult. Because it takes time to develop and 

nurture self-determination skills, it is important to begin early and continue infusing self-

determination into various aspects of instruction. Discussed in this article are SCORE strategies 

for embedding self-determination skills into classroom settings. Multiple tools and resources are 

provided to aid with the selection and application processes. A vignette is offered to illustrate 

guidance for implementation with the goal of improved self-determination skills and enhanced 

experiences for all learners while in school and beyond. 

Keywords:  self-determination, self-awareness, self-advocacy, problem-solving, choice 

making, instruction 

  



SELF-DETERMINATION SKILLS         2 

 

Self-determination Skills: Building a Foundation for Student Success 

“You have brains in your head. You have feet in your shoes. You can steer yourself in any 

direction you choose.” 

Dr. Seuss 

While working on a unit plan for her 2nd grade classroom, Ms. Peterson, a first-year teacher, 

realizes that she neglected to include opportunities for students to learn non-academic skills, 

such as self-determination. Ms. Peterson knows that self-determination will help her students 

succeed in school and in life. She desires for her students to learn those valuable skills and looks 

for ways to embed self-determination in her classroom. Specifically, Ms. Peterson wants to 

support student self-advocacy, self-awareness, self-management, choice-making, problem-

solving, and goal-setting; however, she is unsure where to begin. Ms. Peterson understands that 

students use self-determination every day, but most learn the skills by trial-and-error. How can 

Ms. Peterson help her students learn, strengthen, and practice self-determination? Ms. Peterson 

reached out to her mentor Mr. Sobel, a veteran teacher, for assistance. Mr. Sobel carefully 

listened to Ms. Peterson’s concerns and suggested applying the SCORE strategies. Ms. Peterson 

and Mr. Sobel developed a plan for implementation and decided to meet weekly and discuss 

progress.  

In their educational journey, students are expected to become increasingly independent 

and play an active role in planning for their future. Students are faced with a variety of situations 

that require the skills necessary to make informed decisions and ask for help when needed. In the 

classroom setting, a student’s day consists of tasks and routines that are scheduled at specific 

times throughout the school day, with little room for choice-making and problem-solving. 

However, studies show that in order to build competence and confidence, students require 
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opportunities to identify preferences, make choices, and have the space to express themselves 

(Erwin et al., 2009). These and other abilities, such as self-regulation and goal-setting, correlate 

with the concept of self-determination. Providing instruction aimed at building self-

determination skills may foster greater self-confidence as students journey through their 

schooling. 

Self-determination is viewed as a process in which students take charge of their own 

learning, attitudes, and behaviors (Murawski & Wilshinsky, 2005). Being self-determined is 

described as acting or causing things to happen in one’s life by setting goals and taking steps 

toward valued goals and outcomes (Shogren et al., 2015a). Components of self-determination 

include self-awareness, self-knowledge, choice-making skills, decision-making skills, problem-

solving skills, and self-reinforcement skills (Rowe et al., 2015a). Because self-determination is a 

human right that directly impacts an individual’s quality of life (Turnbull & Turnbull, 2001), 

equipping students with self-determination skills will encourage a feeling of empowerment and 

confidence, allowing them to become active agents in their educational journey and ultimately in 

life.  

Instruction in self-determination needs to begin at an early age, especially for students 

with disabilities, in order for them to become self-determined young adults (Hart & Brehm, 

2013; Papay et al., 2015; Wehmeyer & Palmer, 2000). Research suggests that development of 

critical skills such as self-determination and self-awareness is a lifelong process that should 

begin early (Papay et al., 2015). Because it takes years to nurture self-determination skills, 

teachers are encouraged to begin infusing self-determination skills into classroom instruction in 

the primary grades and continue developing these skills throughout middle and high school. 

Students need to practice developing confidence and competence in making decisions, solving 
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problems, and identifying and stating their preferences in a supportive environment within the 

home, school, and community (Erwin et al., 2009). In describing evidence-based strategies for 

early childhood practitioners, Erwin et al. (2009) indicate that “ promoting self-determination is 

an intentional and ongoing process” (p.28) and emphasize the importance of active child and 

family involvement, which resonates with suggestions of other researchers (e.g., Brotherson et 

al., 2008; Cavendish et al., 2017; Chantley & Martin, 2020;  Lee et al., 2008). The development 

and application of self-determination should begin early and be offered to all students with 

ongoing support in all areas of their lives.  

Research suggests that there is a strong relationship between the development of self-

determination and improved access to the general education curriculum and positive outcomes 

for students with disabilities long after they graduate (Chambless et al., 2019; Shogren et al., 

2012; Test et al., 2009). By developing self-determination skills such as choice- and decision-

making, problem-solving, goal-setting, self-management, self-advocacy, and other related skills, 

students with disabilities are better prepared to make purposeful decisions for themselves in 

school and in real life. For example, Shogren and colleagues (2016) conducted a cluster or 

group-randomized trial control group study with 312 students from 20 school districts by 

examining the impact of the Self-Determined Learning Model of Instruction on academic and 

transition goal attainment and on access to the general education curriculum for students with 

disabilities and reported significant changes in both. In their recent study, Burke et al. (2020) 

conducted a meta-analysis of 34 single case and group design studies related to self-

determination interventions for students with disabilities and reported that interventions to 

promote self-determination can be effective for students across disability and grade levels as well 

as settings. Raley et al. (2018) examined the impact of the self-determination learning model of 
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instruction on goal attainment of 34 adolescents with and without disabilities in two Algebra 

classes and reported positive outcomes in goal-setting, self-regulation, self-direction, and 

engagement in the process of learning core content. A recent mixed-method study conducted by 

Chantley and Martin (2020) examined the impact of the ME! Lesson package on student self-

awareness and self-advocacy knowledge and to obtain student and parent perceptions about the 

lesson. Their findings indicate the usefulness of the lessons in teaching self-awareness and self-

advocacy to high school students with various disabilities and satisfaction among students and 

parents. Therefore, self-determination instruction implemented within the general education 

classroom proves to be beneficial for all students. 

Further, self-determination has a positive effect on employment outcomes and 

community engagement for students after they exit high school (Agran & Krupp, 2011; Dean et 

al., 2017; Shogren et al., 2015b). Programs which provide a structured problem-solving 

framework to enhance self-determination show promise in providing support for students 

entering the workforce (Dean et al., 2017). In a trial of 197 individuals with intellectual 

disabilities after one year of such program implementation, improvements in self-determination 

were found which led to desired employment outcomes including job attainment, number of 

hours worked, and number of days worked (Shogren et al, 2016). Students who report high levels 

of self-determination by their final year of high school, are predicted to have high levels of 

community access outcomes 1-year post high school, including reliable transportation, financial 

independence, independent living, and life satisfaction (Shogren et al., 2015b). Thus, Instruction 

in and generalization of self-determination strategies supports students in their ability to seek and 

retain employment and community access after graduation. 
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As such, self-determination is important for all students, especially for students with 

disabilities who do not incidentally acquire self-determination and must be taught these skills 

explicitly (Davis & Cumming, 2019). Educators and policy-makers take steps in identifying 

actions to ensure that students have the capacity to assert their needs and make vital choices 

about their education and their lives (National Center for Learning Disabilities [NCLD], 2018). 

Studies are published to discuss how skills associated with self-determination can be taught in a 

whole-class setting (Lingo et al., 2018; Raley et al., 2018), within a school-wide framework 

(Bohanon et al., 2015), and explicit targeted instruction of skills to improve behavior and 

academic achievement (Estrapala & Reed, 2020). Although there is a strong evidence base to 

support the importance of self-determination and a frequent call to foster self-determination 

across elementary and secondary schools, as well as existing federal policies and initiatives, 

there is little evidence of widespread efforts to teach students self-determination skills (Carter et 

al., 2015). Further, little is known about the strategies educators use to teach self-determination 

within the classroom setting.  

One factor that may contribute to the extent and approach of addressing self-

determination within the classroom is the perceived level of preparation among teachers, as well 

as availability of resources and professional development. Teachers generally perceive self-

determination to be an important curricular priority and place high values on decision-making, 

goal-setting, problem-solving, self-advocacy, leadership skills, self-awareness, and self-

regulation skills (Carter et al., 2015; Stang et al., 2009). However, teachers indicate they feel less 

prepared and confident when it comes to teaching self-determination and other transition-related 

skills (Benitez et al., 2009; Cho et al., 2011; Morningstar & Benitez, 2013). Therefore, the call 
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exists for educators to teach and foster self-determination skills in the classroom settings that 

would benefit all students while in school and long after they graduate.  

Building upon the existing literature on self-determination, this article aims to provide 

teachers with recommendations for integration of self-determination and supply resources that 

can be used by teachers when planning and implementing self-determination in their classrooms. 

To accomplish this, the authors highlight the main principles and importance of self-

determination, discuss strategies for embedding self-determination into classroom settings, and 

offer multiple instructional tools and resources to aid with the selection and application 

processes. Additionally, a vignette is provided to illustrate guidance for implementation with the 

goal of improvement of self-determination skills for all learners and, consequently, enhancement 

of their experiences in school and in life. 

Embedding Self-determination in Classroom Settings 

The vignette introduced at the beginning of this article describes the experiences of many 

novice teachers who may feel unprepared to teach self-determination. Being self-determined 

means acting or causing things to happen by setting and taking the steps necessary to achieve 

personal goals (Shogren et al., 2015a). By providing opportunities to practice self-awareness, 

self-advocacy, self-management, and other important skills, teachers can engage all students in 

learning skills that are essential across the lifespan (Shogren et al., 2016). Additionally, studies 

show it is imperative that teachers perceive the development of self-determination skills as a 

multi-faceted ongoing process, not a one-time lesson (Cantley & Martin, 2020). Consider 

SCORE strategies as a way to develop self-determined learners by promoting skills that will 

build the foundation for student success in school and beyond. 

Support Self-advocacy  
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Self-advocacy is the hallmark of self-determination and, therefore, should be embedded 

in students’ daily activities. Self-advocacy skills involve having the ability to stand for oneself 

and having the knowledge of what to advocate for toward the achievement of one’s goals (Carter 

et al., 2008; Carter et al., 2015). Like many other important life skills, self-advocacy is a critical 

tool students need in order to achieve their goals and become successful adults (Southward & 

Davis, 2020). Students who possess self-advocacy skills feel more empowered and confident to 

speak for themselves and ask for help when needed. Examples of how teachers can encourage 

self-advocacy skills include: 

● Allow using a color card when students need help with a task (e.g., green -” I am OK”; 

red -” I need help”). 

● Role-play situations students may encounter in school and community settings  

● Teach to speak about personal preferences and desires. 

● Invite older peer mentors to share their self-advocacy experiences. 

● Help students identify who to ask for help and build a network/support system (Davis & 

Cumming, 2019; see Figure 1 for an example of My Support Team Map organizer). 

<INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE> 

Create Self-awareness 

The first step toward a positive change in a person’s life is creating self-awareness. Self-

awareness is one’s ability to identify and understand their own strengths, limitations, needs, 

values, and abilities, and apply that understanding to their benefit (Carter et al., 2015; Martin & 

Marshall, 1995). Understanding personal strengths and limitations allows students to feel more 

capable and confident. Not only self-awareness impacts a person’s future success, it also can be 

used to reflect on one’s previous experiences. Students who possess self-awareness are able to 
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recognize their own strengths and limitations and can apply this knowledge to improve on their 

previous experiences. Teachers can help students develop self-awareness by employing the 

following: 

● Engage students in fun activities and online questionnaires about their unique 

personalities and abilities.  

● Provide students with opportunities for presentations about themselves in different 

formats (e.g., in-person, two- and three-dimensional, animated, or video; see Figure 2 for 

a sample of All About Me project organizer). 

● Provide opportunities to reflect on self-growth and have them journal about their previous 

achievements and experiences. 

● Provide students with a scenario they may encounter in school, community, and other 

environments and have them describe how they will maximize their strength in each 

situation. 

● Help students identify their emotions and preferences (e.g., giving “I-statements” and /or 

“A bug and a wish”; Nelsen, 2006). 

● Provide students with opportunities to explore and enroll in courses such as Advancement 

Via Individual Determination (AVID). This course prepares for college readiness and 

engages students in lessons and activities exploring college and career opportunities. 

● Provide students with opportunities to explore and enroll in courses which will contribute 

to employability skills such as Computer Science Principles in which students evaluate 

modes of communication and collaboration while using a variety of computing devices. 

<INSERT FIGURE 2 HERE> 

Optimize Self-management  
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 Self-management is a process that includes components of self-monitoring, self-

evaluation, self-instruction, and self-reinforcement (Mooney et al., 2005; Southall & Gast, 2011) 

and can be taught to students of all ages and cognitive abilities (Rafferty, 2010). Benefits of self-

management include application across a variety of learning settings (Carr et al., 2014), decrease 

in the frequency of undesirable behaviors (Rafferty, 2010), and overall positive outcomes in 

different realms of student life. Students who are taught self-management strategies are able to 

independently use self-management in both school and home settings. When building student 

self-management, teachers may implement a guided practice and provide timely feedback. Other 

examples of teaching students to self-monitor and manage their learning and behavior include: 

● Provide choices to demonstrate learning (e.g., picture, book report, presentation). 

● Post expectations for assignments with examples of finished work. 

● Create charts, forms, or graphs for self-monitoring (Niesyn, 2009). 

● Teach to use a self-reward system. 

● Encourage self-regulation by using a planning, performance, and self-evaluation 

process. 

Figure 3 provides a sample of a daily assignment completion chart to help students manage their 

assignments, select their preferred reinforcement, and monitor assignment completion.  

<INSERT FIGURE 3 HERE>  

Rehearse Choice-making and Problem-solving  

Choice-making incorporates one’s ability to discern between two or more delivered 

options from which a student may select (Jolivette et al., 2017). Choice-making offers students 

options of given tasks and the natural consequences for selecting a choice; thus, empowering and 

giving students some control over their environment. Problem-solving involves responding 
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effectively to challenging situations and generating possible solutions. Students who are able to 

express their preferences and effectively solve problems can make routine choices for themselves 

throughout the day, increasing their competence and independence in school and home settings. 

Both choice-making and problem-solving strategies need to be taught, modeled, and supported 

by teachers, with ample opportunities for practice. Teachers can support the development of 

these important skills through the following: 

● Arrange a classroom that encourages choice making (e.g., placing high-interest 

books or educational games in the classroom library). 

● Allow to choose a classroom activity. 

● Discuss ways to address issues based on role-plays, stories, or videos. 

● Embed journaling of reflections on solved challenging situations. 

● Determine when an event or activity will occur during the school day. 

Figure 4 represents a sequence that can be used to teach problem-solving skills in classrooms. 

<INSERT FIGURE 4 HERE> 

Encourage Goal-setting 

Goal-setting involves one’s ability to identify measurable and grade-appropriate 

objectives along with developing a plan to achieve them. Yearly goals can be set and reviewed 

for progress and attainment to help with building academic, behavioral, and/or employment 

performance. Studies show students as young as 5 years old are capable of setting goals and 

achieving them (Palmer & Wehmeyer, 2003). Embedding goal setting in the instructional 

framework encourages students to set reasonable and appropriate goals, offering a better chance 

of attainment (Shogren et al., 2020). 
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Teachers can effectively embed goal-setting into classroom instruction focusing on 

reading and writing, behavior and social skills, or developing employment-related skills. 

Academic and non-academic goal-setting instruction can be introduced at the beginning of the 

school year, monitored for growth on a regular basis, and reviewed for goal attainment at the end 

of a grading cycle. Academic goals may include increasing oral reading fluency or academic 

vocabulary, improving mathematical skills, or decreasing the number of misspelled words in a 

writing assignment. Non-academic goals may include increasing the number of completed 

assignments turned in by the due date, reducing the number of times a student is out of their seat, 

or reducing the amount of time spent on their cell phone during classroom instruction. The 

examples below are recommendations to help teachers incorporate goal-setting skills into 

instructional activities: 

● Have students list academic and non-academic areas where they believe growth is 

needed. 

● Help students identify and set appropriate and manageable goals that can be easily 

measured at the beginning of each grading period. 

● Teach students how to create realistic short- and long-term goals (e.g., arrive to 

class on time or turn in completed assignments by the due date). 

● Engage students in monitoring their progress on individual goals with 

documentation, such as graphing newly acquired vocabulary, improvement in 

recalling math facts, or showing a decrease in office referrals. 

● Help students to develop a plan with steps and resources toward reaching a 

specific goal. 
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Figure 5 is a sample goal progress monitoring form that can be used as a visual to help 

teachers and students monitor goal progress and attainment. 

<INSERT FIGURE 5 HERE>  

Vignette Revisited  

To help students with self-determination skills, Ms. Peterson used SCORE strategies and 

created a safe environment to learn and practice the skills. As the semester progressed, Ms. 

Peterson noticed considerable changes in the non-academic learning realm for her 2nd grade 

students. By using My Support Team Map organizer, students were able to identify people in 

their network who could help them with different tasks and activities. Students especially enjoyed 

the visits from older peers who shared their self-advocacy experiences and explained how to ask 

for help. Implementation of the All About Me organizer helped students to understand their own 

strengths, needs, and abilities. Students were excited every time Ms. Peterson guided them 

through fun online activities on self-awareness. Self-regulation strategies assisted students in 

learning independent monitoring and management of their learning progress. Ms. Peterson 

noticed that student motivation increased when provided with choices to demonstrate learning 

and apply self-rewards. Journaling on reflections of solved challenging situations encouraged 

students to become proactive when finding solutions to difficult situations. Daily goal-setting 

resulted in positive learning outcomes and increased achievement of short-term goals. Ms. 

Peterson also engaged families for additional practice of choice and decision making and 

increased generalization of skills to the home environment. 

Over the course of the semester, students in Ms. Peterson’s class increased their self-

determination skills, which have also positively impacted their academic learning outcomes. Ms. 

Peterson felt confident her students were better prepared to face not only increasing academic 
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demands, but everyday challenges in school and in life. In addition, Ms. Peterson was able to 

reflect on her experiences and apply it in preparation for yet another exciting semester. 

Additional Resources 

The goal of every teacher is not only to facilitate academic learning but also to equip 

students with skills for the eventual roles and responsibilities of adulthood. Building self-

determination skills will allow students to grow as confident and active agents in their education 

and life. However, self-determination can only be achieved if there is a lifelong focus on its 

development and achievement and, therefore, should be addressed daily starting at the early 

grades.  

The reality of education is that no practice will work for every student (Cook & Odom, 

2013); therefore, a wide variety of strategies need to be explored by educators. Recent research 

identified eleven practices as effective for teaching self-determination or its component skills 

(e.g., Self-Determined Learning Model of Instruction [SDLMI], Take Charge curriculum; Rowe 

et al., 2021) that could be further explored and utilized in the classroom settings for students with 

and without disabilities. Offering high school level courses that focus on career development, 

such as technology, computer science, and AVID (Advancement Via Individual Determination) 

could further facilitate self-determination and career and college readiness. In this article, the 

authors suggested SCORE strategies that could be implemented in classroom settings to engage 

all students and provide opportunities for development of self-determination skills. The brief 

descriptions of SCORE strategies could be used by teachers as a springboard in advancing their 

knowledge and skills. Additional web-based resources and evidence-based practices are 

described in Table 1. While these resources represent only a fraction of the existing plethora of 

self-determination resources, they can aid with implementation of self-determination 



SELF-DETERMINATION SKILLS         15 

 

instructional activities in classrooms, leading to improved outcomes for all students while in 

school and beyond. 

<INSERT TABLE 1 HERE> 

Concluding Thoughts 

The scope of a well-rounded education extends far beyond a narrow emphasis on 

academic learning. Teachers are called to prepare students for successful adulthood and equip 

them with the necessary skills to face challenges encountered in post-school environments. Self-

determination skills could enhance academic learning opportunities for all students. The benefits 

of self-determination may transcend beyond school and provide lasting benefits throughout a 

person’s life. Self-determination and self-advocacy skills were identified as research-based 

predictors of positive post-school education and employment and promising predictors of 

positive independent living outcomes (Mazzotti et al., 2020). It is clear that students with high 

levels of self-determination are more likely to persist and succeed in their endeavors. In this 

article, the authors proposed strategies and resources for integration of self-determination 

instructional activities into classroom settings. The authors encourage teachers to explore 

SCORE strategies for fostering self-determination skills for all learners. Providing opportunities 

for practice of self-advocacy, self-awareness, self-management, choice making, problem solving, 

decision making, and goal setting has the potential to set the stage for student success in school 

and in life.  
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