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Abstract 
Self-determination has been recognized as the very important manifestation to high-quality 
learning and prediction of the positive post-school outcomes and successful school completion. 
The increased focus on self-determination is particularly evident in the field of working with 
individuals with disabilities. This paper looks more closely into the components of self-
determination and provides advice on integrating these components in educational programs to 
help further our students’ positive future. 
 
 
Introduction 
The construct of self-determination has been recognized as the very important manifestation to 
high-quality learning as well as enhancement of personal growth and adjustment (Deci, 
Vallerand, Pelletier, & Ryan, 1991; Eisenman, 2007; Vallerand, Fortier, & Guay, 1997; 
Wehmeyer, Agran, & Hughes, 1998; Zimmerman, 2002). The increased focus on self-
determination is particularly evident in the field of working with individuals with disabilities. 
Empirical studies have identified that individual’s levels of self-determination predicted the 
positive post-school outcomes and successful school completion. Attributes that distinguish 
those successful from unsuccessful are related to skills and knowledge of self-determination, 
including self-awareness, proactivity, perseverance, emotional stability, goal setting and use of 
support systems (Benz, Yovanoff, & Doren, 1997; Raskind, Goldberg, Higgins, & Herman, 1999; 
Wehmeyer & Schwartz, 1997; Wehymeyer & Palmer, 2003). It is important to look more closely 
into the components of self-determination and integrate these components in educational 
programs to help further our students’ positive future. 

 
 

Definition of Self-determination 
Wehmeyer (1996) described self-determination as an educational outcome (skills and knowledge 
learned through a relevant curriculum) and defined it as “acting as the primary casual agent in 
one’s life and making choices and decisions regarding one’s quality of life free from undue 
external influence or interference” (p. 24). Within this definitional framework, self-determined 
behavior refers to actions that are identified by four essential characteristics based on the 
function (purposes) of the behavior: 1) the person acted autonomously: acting according to one’s 
preferences, free of undue external influence; 2) the behavior(s) are self-regulated: engaging in 
self-management, goal setting and attainment, and problem solving; 3) the person initiated and 
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responded to the event(s) in a psychologically empowered manner: acting on the belief that one 
can exert control over areas important to him or her, that he or she possesses the skills necessary 
to exert control, and that exercising those skills will result in desired outcome; and 4) the person 
acted in a self-realizing manner: acting one’s accurate knowledge of one’s strength and 
limitation. Figure 1 illustrates the relationship among these four essential characteristics. 
 
 

Figure 1. Essential characteristics of self-determination and their component elements. 
(――― = direct relationship; --------------- = indirect relationship.) 

(Cited from Wehmeyer, Agran, & Hughes, 1998, p. 8). 

 
The importance of self-determination has been emphasized in the literature. 

 
However, many students with special needs have encountered difficulties developing these 
important skills and attitudes. In a review of literature, Biller (1985) found students with 
disabilities often: 

 exhibit an external locus of control; 
 exhibit low self-esteem; 
 exhibit poor planning and goal setting skills; 
 participate least in extracurricular activities; 
 have difficulty in gathering information for decision making; 
 are weak in career decidedness at the time of graduation; and  
 have a weak reality orientation regarding their strengths and limitations and the 

relationship of that self-knowledge to career choice. 
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Adolescents with disabilities often are less able to make career decisions and less prepared for 
adult responsibilities due to these characteristics. Students with disabilities have a lack of 
incidental learning skills and need substantial support to help them become active and self-
regulated learners (Mercer, Jordan, & Miller, 1996), so they need to learn such skills related to 
career development and self-determination on an informal basis. Learned helplessness and self-
deprecation make them unable to advocate their own needs, wants, and desires and present 
barriers to become self-determined adults. Wehmeyer and Schwartz (1997) examined the impact 
of student self-determination status on the postsecondary outcomes of 80 youth with mild mental 
retardation or a learning disability and found that self-determined students achieved higher. The 
data suggested a consistent trend in which self-determined youth had more positive outcomes 
than their peers with lower self-determination scores. Schools should provide students with 
disabilities opportunities to learn and apply these skills, and also help them to internalize these 
concepts and finally change their attitude. If the educational process has not adequately prepared 
students with special learning needs to become self-sufficient citizens, students with special 
learning needs will not be able to become self-determined young people. Martin, Marshall, 
Maxson, and Jerman (1993) put it this way:   
 
If students floated in life jackets for 12 years, would they be expected to swim if the jackets were 
suddenly jerked away? Probably not. The situation is similar for students receiving special 
education services. All too often these students are not taught how to self-manage their own lives 
before they are thrust into the cold water of post-school reality. (p. 4) 
 

Elaborating on this metaphor, the Chinese proverb applies here: Teach them how to fish rather 
than just feed them fish. Schools need to prepare students for post-school reality and facilitate the 
successful transition process. In practice, students and their family don’t make transition 
decisions in the transition process; however, professionals involved in the process make the 
decisions. The whole transition environment doesn’t support and develop self-determination 
interdependently (Alberto, Taber, Brozovic, & Elliot, 1997). In many instances, students are not 
being invited to attend transition planning meetings, and they are not taught how to participate 
(Alberto, Taber, Brozovic, & Elliot, 1997). Schools may think that promoting self-determination 
means merely that a student serves as a chairperson in a planning meeting in which a student is 
invited to constitute a self-determination program. However, this is not what self-determination 
defined as an educational outcome truly means. According to self-determination theory (Deci, 
Vallerand, Pelletier, & Ryan, 1991), researchers have drawn attention to the role of students’ 
perceived competence and self-determined motivation as influences on their educational 
behaviors and outcomes. 

 
 

Self-determination and School Motivation 
There has factors been found relate to various educational determinants and consequences, 
including intrinsic and extrinsic motivation and amotivation. These motivation factors have been 
empirically validated and explained by self-determination theory. However, self-determination 
theory would not have interpreted the dynamics among these factors without its social context. 
Research has revealed that the social context in education can have an important influence on 
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motivation (Ames, 1992). Teachers are a very important part of the school social context. A 
teacher supporting students’ autonomy implies allowing students to make certain decisions about 
their learning. Such a practice increases students’ self-determined motivation in which students 
develop high levels of intrinsic motivation and identification but low levels of amotivation and 
external regulation (Deci, Vallerand, Pelletier, & Ryan, 1991). In other words, students are 
empowered in self-regulating their learning behaviors and have the ownership of their learning. 
Therefore, the impact of social context (teacher as an example) on students’ intrinsic motivation 
is mediated by perceptions of both competencies (reading achievement as an example) and 
autonomy (self-determination). 
 
In order to be most effective, a system-wide approach is necessary to promote self-determination 
for students with disabilities. Research literature (Bandura, 1986; Gleason, 1997; Vygotsky, 
1986) suggests that students learn when acting with the adult’s guidance or from what is 
modeled by the educators. When teachers intentionally promote self-determination development, 
they can help students accumulate protective motivational architecture, which not only prevents 
them becoming the odds of dropout statistics but also further strengthens their engagement in 
school. Research has pointed out the key for students to succeed academically is how teachers 
effectively engage students in the schooling process (Eisenman, 2007) and students’ fundamental 
self-determination skills (Fowler, Konrad, Walker, Test, & Wood, 2007; Konrad, Trela, & Test, 
2006).  
 
It is important to recognize that engaging students not only meant in subject content but also in 
negotiating meaningful relationships within a student self. Teachers can take a proactive stance 
to teach students the self-determination skills they need for succeeding academically, creating 
meaningful relationships and managing the school environment in ways that enhances the fitting 
of students into school (Christenson, Sinclair, Lehr, & Godber, 2001) and their post-school 
outcomes. The emphasis on self-determination includes the development of curricula and 
instructional strategies, which emerged as students with learning disabilities, families and related 
service providers examined how to best to help achieve students’ goals (school and post-school 
related).  
 
 
Self-determination and Students With Reading/Learning Disabilities 
Students with reading/learning disabilities face many unique barriers to becoming self-
determined. Neurologically, reading/learning disabilities hinder students to have difficulties in 
learning to read and write, as well their underlying cognitive deficits such as poor working 
memory, organizational and planning skills, mental flexibility, task initiation, sequencing and 
disadvantages in other aspects (Ramus, Rosen, Dakin, Day, Castellote, White, & Frith, 2003; 
Snow, 1992). Psychologically, students with reading/learning disabilities often experience 
significant emotional problems and have been found to affect mental health, self-esteem, and 
social relationships in addition to their learning difficulties (Koay, 2009; Scott, Scherman, & 
Phillips, 2003; Wright-Strawderman, C., & Watson, B. L., 1992).  

As discussed in the very beginning of this article, essential characteristics and demanded 
skills linked to self-determination are those presenting challenges for students with 
reading/learning disabilities. For example, the inabilities to plan, initiate behavior, and respond 
flexibly to situations. Moreover, the inappropriate or ineffective socialization skills are issues as 
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well because positive relationships are fundamental to self-determination and the ability to make 
effective choices (Ryan & Deci, 2000). The need for self-determination skills is no doubt and 
especially so for youth in the transition stage to post-school lives among literature (e.g., Field, 
Sarver, & Shaw, 2004; Wehmeyer, & Schwartz, 1997). Successful transitions to postsecondary 
education settings are often dependent on students’ abilities to express their needs for supports 
and accommodations. In comparison to K-12 education settings, postsecondary settings require a 
higher level of organizational skills, independence and initiatives. Students can benefit from the 
curriculum that integrates self-determination skills while they are still in school regarding their 
academic performance and transition preparation.  
 
 
Integration of Self-determination and Reading Instruction 
Konrad, Walker, Fowler, Test, and Wood (2008) reviewed literature in the efforts of promoting 
self-determination and academic skill development. The following list provides general 
strategies of integrating self-determination component skills (p.59): 
 
Choice Making 
 Give students a choice between academic assignments or a choice of the order in which to 

complete assignments. 
 
Decision Making 
 Teach students to decode situations and make decisions regarding actions needed to 

improve behaviors that support academic performance. For example, asking for assistance, 
completing an assignment. 

 
Problem Solving 
 Teach skills that support academics (e.g., following directions, contributing to class) and 

augment academic performance (e.g., problem-solving methods in science, organization of 
materials in English) through the Self-Determined Learning Model of Instruction. Teach 
students to identify a goal, plan steps needed to achieve the goal, move through a series of 
problem-solving steps to make progress, and evaluate progress and make adjustments to the 
goal or plan. 

 
Goal Setting 
 Teach students to write their goals and objectives in paragraph format using the self-

regulated strategy-development model. 
 Instruct students to set goals for amount or quality of work. For example, problems 

completed, pages read. 
 Use student-signed contracts to encourage students to meet academic goals. 
 
Self-Awareness 
 Improve long-term assignment completion by teaching students to identify strengths and 

needs, plan steps, monitor progress, and evaluate quality. 
 
Self-Recruiting/Self-Advocacy 
 Teach students to recruit teacher assistance. 



89 
 

Journal of Reading and Literacy  Volume 2, 2010  
 

 
Self-Regulation/Self-Management 
 Teach students to reinforce themselves with self-praise or recruit reinforcement for 

demonstration of a target behavior. For example, on-task performance, completion of 
assignments. 

 Teach student to plan and self-monitoring story writing with a story-elements checklist. 
 Teach students to self-record through check marks or graphing the completion of a target 

behavior. For example, employing self-recruitment, achieving accuracy of academic task. 
 Teach students to evaluate the quality of their responses. 
 Teach students to self-instruct through the steps of academic tasks. 
 Teach students to self-monitor progress on goals. 
 Teach students to identify the task for completion, recruit assistance as needed, plan steps to 

complete the task, and self-check accuracy and progress. 
 
In order to effectively incorporate these essential elements of self-determination, research effort 
has put in to compile existing self-determination curricula. Literature circles as a tool has been 
recognized in reading instruction for this purpose (Blum, Lipsett, & Yocom, 2002; Anderson, & 
Corbett, 2008). The most effective reading instruction for students struggling with reading 
difficulties that teachers can provide is one-on-one based. However, it is rarely practical and not 
cost effective. In accommodating the range of student diversity, teachers must create a learning 
environment for reading that encourages all students to develop a variety of reading strategies 
and self-determination skills. Self-determination skills will enhance students’ engagement level 
and help in developing their metacognition of how the strategies work and understand why.  
 
A literature circle can take place with as few as two students or with the whole class (Daniels, 
2002). It is important to note that the circle size does not interfere with each individual’s 
opportunities to express the interpretation of texts and respond to the contributions of others. 
Although socialization is not the primary focus of literature circles, the dynamic nature does 
provide the positive relationships among students and enhance their school motivation. Four 
guidelines are proposed by Daniels (2002) and have been further elaborated by Anderson and 
Corbett (2008) as the follows: 
 
 Students select their own reading material and are grouped according to this choice, with 

different groups reading different books or the same selection. 
 Groups meet on a regular basis to discuss the reading, with students assuming assorted task 

roles. 
 Teachers are facilitators, not instructors. 
 Circle activity is aligned with curriculum standards and systematically assessed. 
 
 
Teacher/student Roles in Self-determination Skills Related Instruction 
Integrated self-determination instruction requires a paradigm shift in the relationships between 
teachers and students. Promoting self-determination challenges the traditional view of a teacher’s 
role from being an expert to a facilitator. The role of the facilitator is to encourage and facilitate 
the learning process. The teacher acts as facilitator of reading-processing and problem-probing 
techniques in the classroom instruction such as literature circles. The teacher is generally not the 
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provider of knowledge but the facilitator of scaffolds defined as conversations and interactions. 
Self-determined learning experience values a way of knowing as important as the content 
knowledge resulting from training and study. The students learn to become an active user of self-
monitoring strategies to regulate their understanding of readings. The students also learn to take 
on the role of the reciprocal respondent by consistently providing information regarding why and 
what they are doing with the readings.  
 
 
Summary 
In this paper the author provided a brief overview of the research on self-determination and 
explained its impact on students’ school motivation and post-school outcomes. The evidence is 
particularly so in the studies concerning students with reading/learning disabilities. In the 
delineation the author stressed the importance of integrating self-determination in the academic 
curriculum and teacher’s role in promoting self-determination skills and knowledge. In the 
integrated self-determination curriculum, teacher functions as a facilitator and assessor of student 
learning in an interactive, reciprocal dialogue with the student.  
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