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About this Tool Kit
Aligning best practices in Self-Determination to Alaska’s Education Content
Standards, The Center for Human Development has created: a SelfDetrermination Tool Kit. The kit has been developed for teachers, parents,
students and other professionals who are interested in promoting selfdetermination in the schools. One of the goals of this kit is to increase the
involvement of students in their IEP process.
The Kit contains activities for teaching students to take increasing control over
their school program, and, ultimately, their lives. The Kit also contains resources
that can be used to support families and other practitioners. Divided into three
sections, the kit includes:
Section I


Foundations, a handbook for teachers;

Section II


Specific lesson plans and materials for use in classrooms;

Section III


“Hey, It’s My Life,” a video illustrating student involvement in planning
processes;



Fostering Self-determination, supplemental booklet with student
activities;



Student-Led IEPs, A Guide for Student Involvement;



SuperPlanMan! A illustrated pamphlet for students about selfdetermination;



The 3 R’s for Self Determination, a student practice book



Self-advocacy In Schools, a guide for starting a self-advocacy group



Voter’s Self-Defense Manual, support material for lesson plans;

The Section I of the guide contains the foundation for teaching selfdetermination: the Alaska Content Standards that relate to self-determination,
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instructional outcomes, the life-long need for self-determination skills, curriculum
adaptation guidelines, alternatives to guardianship, and design for collaboration
with parents and other practitioners.
The Second II contains activities, student materials associated with the activities;
and assessment guidelines.
Finally, Section III contains a guide on how to start and support a self-advocacy
group at school; the video, Hey, It’s My Life, a list of resources, instructions on
how to use video to teach and record person-centered plans and a booklet that
illustrates self-determination in school.
A CD is enclosed that contains Sections I and II, selected resources from
Section III and links to resources on line.
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WHAT IS SELF-DETERMINATION?
In principle, self-determination is a concept that recognizes that all people have
the right, responsibility, and authority to express and exercise freedom of choice
in their own lives, and to live and learn according to those choices.
In practice, 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 in our
society (Field, Martin, Miller, Ward, & Wehmeyer, 1998).
Self-determined action has four unique characteristics:
1. Autonomy
2. Self-regulation
3. Psychologically empowered self-initiation
4. Self-realization
Research suggests that positive adult outcomes for people with disabilities are
related to how effectively they are able to incorporate the skills associated with
these characteristics into their lives. With that relationship, the need to teach and
foster skills for self-determination is compelling (Wehmeyer, Agran, & Hughes,
1998).
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The Principles of Self-Determination
The principles of self-determination are made up of 7 distinct categories:

STUDENTS
1. Freedom

TEACHERS

Students should have the

Teachers should support

freedom to:

students in exercising

Make appropriate choices

their freedom by

based on their personal

supporting their

preferences.

preferences and

Participate in decisions

decisions as they

that directly affect the

manage their day-to-day

quality of their lives.

activities, make

•

Advocate for themselves

appropriate choices, set

•

Manage their day-to-day

personal goals, and

activities.

advocate for themselves.

•

•

•

Set personal goals.

•

Create action plans to
achieve their goals.

2. Rights

Students should be aware of their

Teachers should ensure

rights under the law, and be able

that their students are

to make decisions and advocate

educated regarding their

for themselves based upon those

rights under the law, and

rights.

should help their students
apply their understanding
of those rights.

3. Authority

Students should be able to

Teachers should support

express their needs and

the authority of each

preferences in a clear &

student to control all

authoritative manner. Students

aspects of his/her life and
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should also be actively engaged

education.

in directing their own learning.
4. Responsibility

Students should be able to

Teachers should educate

engage in active problem solving

and engage students in

so that they can more readily

active problem solving

take responsibility for their

activities to help them

choices and consequences of

evaluate their choices

those choices

and the consequences of
those choices.

5. Respect

Students’ choices and actions

Teachers should

should demonstrate a

demonstrate a

fundamental respect for all

fundamental respect for

persons.

the freedom, rights, and
authority of their
students.

6. Creativity

Students should be able to

Teachers should support

creatively problem solve to reach

their students’ creativity

their goals.

and should encourage
them to come up with
innovative goals and
solutions to achieve their
goals.

7.

Students should recognize when

Teachers should help

Interdependence

they need assistance, and be

students recognize when

comfortable with asking for help

they need to ask for

from friends, family, teachers,

assistance and how to do

and other people in the

so appropriately.

community

8

ALASKA CONTENT STANDARDS AND PRINCIPLES OF SELF-DETERMINATION
In December 1995 the Alaska State Board of Education adopted a set of content
standards for Alaska’s schools. Since their adoption, these standards have been
defining the way that Alaska approaches education and have shifted the focus of
our educational system to student outcomes. This curriculum has been
developed with Alaska’s Content Standards in mind. Research and experience
tell us that infusing self-determination lessons with existing content standards
increases the effectiveness of the material and likelihood that teachers will
incorporate the lessons into their teaching (Agran, Snow, & Swaner, 1999). The
specific content standards addressed in this toolkit are:

•

English/Language Arts:
•

Standard A “A student should be able to speak and write well for a
variety of purposes and audiences;” (lesson plans 2, 12)

•

Standard D “A student should be able to think logically and
reflectively in order to present and explain positions based on
relevant and reliable information;” (lesson plan 12)

•

Standard E “A student should understand and respect the
perspectives of others in order to communicate effectively.” (lesson
plan 2)

•

Government and Citizenship:
•

Standard A “A student should know and understand how societies
define authority, rights, and responsibilities through a governmental
process;” (lesson plans 8, 11)

•

Standard C “A student should understand the character of
government of the state;” (lesson plan11)

•

Standard E “A student should have the knowledge and skills
necessary to participate effectively as an informed and responsible
citizen.” (lesson plan13)
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•

Skills for a Healthy Life:
•

Standard A “A student should be able to acquire a core knowledge
related to well-being;” (lesson plans 1, 10, 12)

•

Standard B “A student should be able to demonstrate responsibility
for the student’s well-being;” (lesson plans 1-7, 10, 12)

•

Standard C “A student should understand how well-being is
affected by relationships with others;” (lesson plans 1-7, 9-10, 12)

•

Standard D “A student should be able to contribute to the wellbeing of families and communities.” Lesson plans 2-7, 10, 12)

The alternate assessment performance standards adopted by the Alaska State
School Board are also referenced in individual lesson plans. The alternate
assessment performance standards addressed in the kit are:
English/Language Arts:


Use functional written communication;



Use verbal and non-verbal communication to convey information,
needs, and wants;

Skills For A Healthy Life
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Manage personal needs;



Make choices and advocate for self and others;



Act safely and responsibly;



Engage in recreational and leisure activities;



Maintain positive interpersonal relationships;



Contribute meaningfully at home and in the classroom;



Contribute meaningfully in the community.

WHY WE SHOULD TEACH SELF-DETERMINATION
Today, greater opportunity exists for people with disabilities to take charge of
their lives. Key Federal initiatives, such as Individuals with Disabilities Education
Act (IDEA), the Rehabilitation Act, American with Disabilities Act (ADA) and
reformed state guardianship laws are encouraging people to assume more
authority and responsibility for how they lead their lives and make decisions.
However, the skills to self-determine present and future lives and to take greater
control over the management of their school and community-based services
continue to elude the majority of students with disabilities. Adults with
disabilities, when questioned, demonstrate poor knowledge of how service
systems operate, what their rights are and how they can impact personal and
systems decisions (Wehmeyer, 1992). Conversely, one year after graduation,
students with disabilities who left school more self-determined were more than
twice as likely as their peers to be employed and earn significantly more
(Wehmeyer & Palmer, in press; Wehmeyer & Schwartz, 1997).
A major component of self-determination, self-advocacy, is a skill associated
with successful transitions (Wehmeyer, 2001; Halpern, 1996). The Arc of the
United States defines self-advocacy as “acting and communicating for oneself"
(The Arc, 1990). It’s not uncommon for people with disabilities to require several
years of instruction and practice to become effective self-advocates. It makes
sense to receive that instruction and practice while in school in order to advance
their chances of being productive and responsible adults upon exiting the school
system.
Self-Advocacy in the Schools
A primary goal of the 1997 IDEA Amendments is to produce graduates who
actively participate in their everyday life, live independently and enjoy economic
self-sufficiency. For this to happen, students need opportunities to express
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their desires and needs, and teachers and parents must raise their expectations
of students and teach them how lead productive, independent adult lives.
IDEA expect students to attend and participate in their IEP and transition
planning. The requirement to involve students in these meetings reflects the
values of self-determination and shared responsibility. It may, however,
challenge parents and professionals to change procedures and develop
strategies to ensure that students are given an active and meaningful voice in the
planning of their future. Activities that could be included in the students academic
year that relate to the meetings:
(1) facilitating IEP/Transition meetings - builds skills to self-direct
individualized vocational and community based services
(2) self-advocating during IEP/Transition meetings – builds skills to
advocate for him/herself
(3) articulating description of disability and necessary accommodations
in IEP/Transition meetings – builds skills to explain to employers,
instructors and community members what the nature of their
disability is and what types of supports “work” for them
In preparation for IEP or transition meetings, students must participate in
activities, both in and out of school, designed to enhance their knowledge base
and decision-making and communication skills.
Students aren’t expected to have a polished set of skills by the time they
graduate, but they should be well on their way. Michael Wehmeyer suggests the
following to students, teachers and parents:
¬ Good educational outcomes occur when students with disabilities
are actively involved in all phases of their educational program
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from placement to graduation and learn skills they need to assume
greater responsibility for all aspects of their adult lives.
¬ A self-determination curriculum should focus on choice-making,
d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g , p r o b l e m - s o l v i n g , goal setting and
attainment, self-observation, s e l f - e v a l u a t i o n and selfr e i n f o r c e m e n t skills, internal locus of control, positive
attributions of efficacy, self-awareness, and self-knowledge.
Noncurricular strategies include increasing student involvement in
educational planning and decision-making, mentoring, work and
community experiences, modifications in school environments,
and use of assistive technology.
¬ The most significant barriers to these outcomes can be traced to (a)
overly controlling school procedures that place students on the
outside of the educational process, (b) over reliance on testing,
and (c) stereotyped, debilitating attitudes about and expectations
for people with disabilities, reflected in the negative language used
by many educators to refer to students. (Wehmeyer, 1992)
Self-Advocacy in the Community
Many students will receive supported living and employment services during
their school years or when they graduate. The services are eligibility based, not
mandated, and require annual plans that are similar to IEPs and Transition
Plans. The services have been around for many years and have undergone
many changes. Currently, to save money, states are shifting increased portions
of their program budgets to Federal matching-fund programs. The Federal
government is also attempting to control costs, and one way they are doing this
is to move towards less expensive models of service. One of these is selfdirected services.
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In contrast to the traditional case management model, self-directed services
transfers authority and responsibility for the design and delivery of services to the
consumer and his/her support circle. With this transfer comes the expectation
that the consumer assume a greater role in planning, designing, implementing
and assessing the services they receive. This expanded role requires discreet
skills that students, and many parents, typically haven’t acquired. This is partially
due to low expectations, but also because service systems provide limited, if any,
training and technical assistance to the consumers and families. When this is the
case, the authority and responsibility remain with professional and natural
caregivers, leaving the consumer a minor role in the decision-making process.
It is in the best interest of the student if school and community based services
collaborate to more efficiently assist the student in becoming self-determined. By
sharing planning content and attending meetings, both service systems can
accomplish a great deal.
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SELF-DETERMINATION IN THE CLASSROOM
When you examine the set of constructs for self-determination you quickly realize
that this is not something just for special education students to be taught in
resource classrooms. Every Alaskan student needs to develop skills for selfdetermination for successful school-to-adult life transition. Students must leave
our buildings with an awareness of personal needs and preferences, a
knowledge of how to set goals and work toward them, creatively look for
solutions to problems and resolve conflicts, speak up for him or herself, and
evaluate their own decisions and behavior (Eisenman and Chamberlin, 2001).
Self-determination is a valuable and desirable outcome for all students, not just
those with disabilities.
Building skills for self-determination begins when a child is young. Parents play
the greatest role in promote these skills for their children, but educators also
must create an environment in which students have multiple opportunities over
time to develop skills in goal setting, plan development, self-monitoring, and
adjusting. This is not something taught as a unit in isolation from the rest of the
student’s educational experiences. For younger students it begins as evaluating
and making choices and evolves into meaningful decision-making for older
students (Wehmeyer, Agran, and Hughes, 1998).
Teachers can do many things to promote self-determination in inclusive
classrooms. Involving students in decisions that affect their school experiences
promotes ownership and individual investment. Some ways that teachers can
create this climate include:


Allowing students to participate in determining what the class rules,
consequences, and expectations might be;



Developing structures that lead to self-directed learning;



Allowing students to select from a range of materials to explore concepts;



Identifying and working toward group or class rewards;
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For units that are not hierarchical, allowing students to select the
sequence of study;



Providing opportunities for students practice self-assessment;



Explicitly modeling decision-making;



Providing frequent, rewarding opportunities to practice self-determined
behavior.

These are a few suggestions that can be applied across grade levels. They
aren’t separate lessons or units, but practices imbedded in day-to-day activities.
The key is to promote a class and school climate in which students feel
supported and respected as they practice being self-determining individuals
(Hapner, 2002).
The Individualized Education Plan (IEP) Process
Students of all grade levels and abilities should be actively involved in their IEP
process. How each student participates is influenced by a variety of factors
including age, communication skills, teacher and parent support and student
interest.
Before the IEP Meeting. From an early age, students need to be given
opportunities to gradually build decision-making skills. Prior to the IEP or
transition plan meeting, the student should be supported to discuss the plan
with the special educator or case manager. The educator should ensure that the
student understands the sequence of events, any unfamiliar vocabulary, and has
an opportunity to express his or her preferences about goals, objectives, and
accommodations or supports. For meaningful student participation in the
process, specific instruction on strategies, vocabulary, and expectations are
crucial (Agran, Blanchard, and Wehmeyer, 2000). Students should be given the
opportunity to practice what they might say during a meeting, frame questions
and identify all the people they want at the meeting. Student checklists for selfassessment are useful tools to help prepare students for their role during the
meeting. Other techniques include mock IEP meetings with other students taking
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roles, and video modeling. Resources for these techniques are included in this
toolkit.
During the IEP Meeting. Student participation should be viewed as a continuum
that is influenced by prior experience, opportunities to prepare and practice, age,
and disability related issues. For some students, meeting privately with the
educator and discussing ideas with parents prior to the planning meeting and
simply doing the introductions during the meeting may be the extent of their
participation. Other students may feel comfortable leading the IEP meeting and
facilitating the process. For more detailed information on student-facilitated IEP
meetings explore Student-Led IEP’s: A Guide For Student Involvement” in
the toolkit or “A Student’s Guide to the IEP” on the Web at
http://www.nichcy.org/pubs/stuguide/st1book.htm.
Encourage other participants to interact directly with the student during the
meeting. It may be useful to prepare other educators who will be involved in the
meeting about the student’s role and how to support it. One of the educators
may be enlisted to observe the student’s behavior during the meeting and make
note of specific instances when the student practices self-advocacy or use a
checklist to document self-determining behaviors.
After the IEP Meeting. Meeting again with the student after the IEP or transition
planning meeting is crucial. To develop skills for meaningful participation and
increase levels of self-determination, students must have the opportunity to
reflect on the meeting, the plan, and the role they played. Again, use of video or
checklists for self-assessment, and feedback from other participants are useful
tools. It’s this feedback loop that allows the student the opportunity to practice,
perform, evaluate and adjust as their self-determined behavior evolves over time.
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IDEAS FOR LESSON PLAN ADAPTATIONS
Students with disabilities are a very diverse population. Lesson Plan Activities
presented in this kit can be used to teach all students regardless of grade level
and individual abilities and disabilities. All students need to learn self-advocacy
and self-determination skills. Students at younger grade levels, students with
complex disabilities and those with significant cognitive disabilities will need to be
supported to learn from these lessons with specific adaptations and
accommodations to meet their individual needs.
Following are ideas for adaptations that teachers can use to tailor activities in the
kit to individual students. An limitless variety of adaptations could be applied to
the lessons and activities as determined by individual student needs. Eight
general ideas and twenty-six examples of how to use them are provided as a
starting point to begin thinking about possible adaptations to help ALL students
improve their skills in self-advocacy and self-determination.
 Create personal books or scripts at the reading level of individual students to
support participation in activities requiring communication. Teach the student
to read the book/script to participate in the activity.
 Work with a student who is a beginning reader to create a book or script
with the sentence starters—I am good at _____. I need help with ____.
Teach the student to read the book and support him or her to read it as
part of group activities and when discussing strengths and needs at
his/her IEP meeting.
 Create scripts in words or pictures as needed for students to participate in
activities in which students brainstorm, describe feelings, discuss
characteristics of assertiveness, and role-play. Scripts can be presented
on 3x5 note cards or any other format useable by the student.
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 Put vocabulary words and phrases to participate in lessons and IEP meetings
on voice output devices or printed communication boards as needed before
introducing the lesson to the class or holding the meeting.
 Add appropriate social comments and feedback comments (e.g. “I like the
way you ____.” “You gave good eye contact.” “Maybe you should nod
your head to show you understand.”).
 Include vocabulary so the student can introduce the members of the IEP
team at the meeting.
 Add phrases such as “Some of my strengths are _____” or “I am good at
___” and “I need help with _____”. Be sure vocabulary words/pictures to
fill in the blanks are also on the communication board or device.
 Use the concept of partial participation when planning instruction related to
these lessons. If the lessons seem too complex for a student, think carefully
about what part of it would be important for the student to learn and possible
for him/her to accomplish.
 As others are learning to role play a variety of feelings a particular student
may learn only to role play two—e.g. happy/sad
 As others are learning to demonstrate good listening skills by nodding, eye
contact, paraphrasing, etc., the student learns good eye contact.
 As others are learning to express their rights, the student learns to present
a printed or recorded copy of rights to share with others or points to a right
that others read.
 When others are learning about issues related to voting, the student
learns to choose between two possibilities that have direct application in
his/her life e.g. public bus or walking.
 If the activity calls for working in pairs or small groups, use the opportunity
to teach the student basic communication and social skills necessary for
group or partner work (e.g. taking turns, using others’ names, saying thank
you, appropriate voice volume).
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 Teach students who have limited speaking ability to use a tape recorder to
record conversations and provide opportunities for the student to use this to
reflect back what others have said. [If students are non-speaking, using the
tape recorder will make it possible for them to attend information gathering
activities as adults and share the information with others after the meeting.]
 During Listening Activities, provide a tape recorder for the student to
record the 1-minute monologue so when it is the student’s turn to repeat
back what is said, he/she can play it back on the recorder.
 Provide opportunities for the student in a variety of activities to record
others’ comments and play them back at appropriate times in meetings or
other activities. This works well in a variety of situations such as
interviewing, note taking, and when others can’t attend a meeting.
 Teach students to use a tape recorder to record his/her own ideas and
comments and play them back if processing disabilities or other speaking
disabilities limit ability to speak spontaneously during meetings or learning
activities.
 Work ahead of time to support the student to create answers or ideas and
record his comments to be played later during the activity. Depending on
the student’s abilities the student can dictate into the recorder or someone
else can speak the student’s words into the recorder.
 For students who are learning to read, support the student to dictate what
he/she will say, have someone write what has been dictated in print, and
then the student can learn to read what is written clearly and fluently to
record it for use in the activity.
 For students with very limited language skills, teach the student to use the
tape recorder to record someone else speaking from the student’s
perspective. The student can play the comments during the activity or at
his or her IEP meeting.

20

 Provide picture or word prompts as necessary for participation in learning
activities by students who need visual cues to participate. These can work to
keep students focused on and thinking about the activity.
 Use picture or word prompts for the sequence of the activity (e.g. think,
write, present to group) or for the specific activity (e.g. list of rights, what
do I want in my home, who would I want at the meeting).
 Create word or symbol cards for appropriate/not appropriate,
assertive/aggressive, dependent/independent. The student can use these
to respond or evaluate situations during lesson activities and daily
activities.
 Use peer partnering to help students participate in activities that they may not
have the communication or cognitive skills to actively participate in.
 A peer partner may describe input from the other student’s perspective
and add that to the group discussion or person centered planning activity.
 A peer partner can help the student choose a topic to discuss or a feeling
to role-play as the pair participates in a variety of the lessons.
 A peer partner can read handouts to his/her partner so the partner who
cannot read can fully participate in the activity.
 Consider a variety of accommodations in the areas of presentation format,
response format, and time allowance that students may need to participate.
Plan ahead for these accommodations.
 Use single words, pictures or other symbols as necessary to make
handouts and other presentation materials understandable to students
with limited reading ability.
 Plan for individualized response formats as necessary—written, voice
output, telling the person next to him rather than reporting to the group,
holding up a card, signing, or any other response that makes it possible
for the student to respond independently.
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 Some students may need pre-teaching on lesson or meeting content
before being able to participate in the activity or IEP meeting. Present
vocabulary words or activities individually before beginning the group
activity. Some experiences can be assigned as homework and begun
with parents or others outside of school.
 If a student needs more time to answer or participate in a brainstorm, tell
the student, “Think about your answer and I’ll come back to you.” Give
him/her time to compose on his/her voice output device, think through a
verbal response, or share with a partner who voices for the student. Once
the student is ready to respond, call on the student again.
 Be sure to plan ahead for students who use sign language or Braille so
that materials words and concepts can be used in the activity.
 Highlight key words in handouts with highlighting markers, sticky arrows,
underlining, colored dots or any other way you can think of to bring
attention to key words.
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HOW PARENTS AND PARAPROFESSIONALS CAN SUPPORT SELFDETERMINATION
How Parents Can Support Self-Determination
Most people would agree that self-determination begins in the home. This
applies to all children. Parents typically transfer more responsibility and control
as a child develops the skills to handle the new demands. When and how this
occurs is different for each family, but the goal is the same – provide the basis for
an independent and productive adult.
For children with disabilities, this may be a very different process. While their
parents may be aiming for the same outcomes, they are often more heavily
invested in protecting their children from making the “mistakes” other children
utilize to learn important lessons for taking on more responsibility. A mistake-free
upbringing, while comforting to parents, may cost their children valuable
experiences that contribute to good citizenship.
To counter this, parents should be welcomed to take advantage of their excellent
position to foster self-determination outside of school. Good practice would
include collaborative planning and instructional strategies with school and
community agency staff to assure consistency and a well-rounded set of
experiences. Below are some suggestions for parents to help their child become
self-determined:

¬

Walk the tightrope between protection and independence. Allow your son
or daughter to explore his or her world. While there are obvious limits to
this, all parents have to "let go," and it is never easy.

¬

Discuss with your child his or her disability, learning strengths and needs,
and how he or she learns best.
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¬

Include your child in conversations with others during planning meetings
—even through, listening he or she can learn about collaboration and
problem solving.

¬

Provide opportunities for making plans and choices within the home
routine.

¬

Include your child in family discussions and decision-making sessions.
This is good modeling for future meetings.

¬

Self-advocates need to be informed and organized in order to be effective.
Help your child become organized and prepared for meetings and other
activities that involve decision-making.

¬

Self-worth and self-confidence are critical factors in the development of
self-determination. Model your own sense of positive self-esteem for your
child. Help your child to feel good about what he or she does well.

¬

Provide opportunities for your child to meet adults with disabilities as a
way to learn from the experiences of others.

¬

A sign that someone is an effective self-advocate is when he or she
demonstrates the ability to positively influence others. Encourage your
child to tell others when their efforts are appreciated.

¬

It is never too early to start including your child in meetings with teachers.
Ask the facilitator at school conferences to make time for your child to
report progress and express concerns.
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¬

Help your child prepare for meetings or conversations with teachers and
other situations involving his or her education. Take the time to help your
child write down or rehearse what he or she would like to discuss. Modeling
and role-playing are good ways to practice. The student’s input and
involvement should increase as he or she moves through school.

¬

Self-advocacy skills need to be modeled, role-played, practiced and
evaluated. Providing extensive assistance in the middle school/junior high
years will produce greater expectations for independence in high school.

¬

Consult with your child’s teachers about strategies and suggestions for
teaching self-advocacy skills.

¬

Involve your child in planning and implementing IEPs, treatment plans or
Plans of Care.

¬

Help your child set goals and evaluate performance for learning and
assess progress in achieving these goals.

¬

Recognize how difficult self-advocacy can be and support the attempts
your child makes.

How community based service agencies can support self-determination
Research has shown that students who are more self-determined in school are
more likely to be employed and to be employed at a higher rate of pay after high
school and experience a higher quality of life than students who were less selfdetermined (Wehmeyer &. Schwartz, 1997).
Direct support workers can encourage self-determination in school activities
in the following ways:
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¬

Participate in collaborative transition planning meetings at school. Stress
the importance of student self-determination for success in adult outcomes
with other planning team members.

¬

Support the active, meaningful involvement of students in transition
planning meetings and other educational and transitional activities.

¬

Encourage students, families, and educators to see that self-determination
skills are lifelong skills that will be needed throughout adulthood. For
example, educate your transition team members about provisions of the
Rehabilitation Act, Medicaid regulations and the Americans with Disabilities
Act that are related to self-determination (e.g., that participants will be
involved in the development of their Individualized Written Rehabilitation
Plans.)

Students can learn to advocate for themselves through daily life activities.
Training and experience in making choices and decisions can be supported in
many ways, depending on the needs and skills of individuals. The desired
outcome of all of these activities is to honor individual lifestyle preferences and to
support increased independence.

Direct support workers can support self-advocacy through daily activities in the
following ways:

¬

Scheduling routine
Make the regular routine flexible so the student can choose when to get up or
when to go to bed at night, when and where to get a haircut, when to eat
dinner, etc.
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¬

Individual choice
Encourage the student to choose what clothes to wear, what shampoo to buy,
which cereal to eat, etc.

¬

Teaching/training schedule
Create a flexible schedule so the student can choose between places where
learning will occur or who will provide the support.

¬

Hiring and evaluating staff
Make sure the student has opportunities to help hire and evaluate staff. This
can be done in different ways - through interviews with potential staff or
through observations of staff relationships with individuals.

¬

Boards of directors or advisory committees
Take people to board or committee meetings so they can listen and observe
how they operate and what they talk about. If the student has an interest to
join on of these groups, make sure they receive training and ongoing support,
including transportation, while they serve.

¬

Self advocacy training.
Encourage the student to visit a local People First chapter meeting to meet
the members and talk with them about what People First does. If the student
shows interest, make sure they can get to and from the meetings and pick up
materials that can be reviewed with the student.

¬

Annual planning meetings.
Make sure that student attends the meetings and there is enough time and
support to make sure that the student understands what is happening. Spend
time before the meetings going over what the student wants the team to
discuss and what the student’s goals are.
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¬

Supporting the right to vote
Voting is one of the highest regarded American rights. One measure of good
citizenship is a voting record. Anyone who is eighteen and registered can
vote. Even if the student has a conservator, he or she can vote. Before
elections, make sure the student is registered (if he/she wants to vote) and
help the student learn about the candidates and the issues. Be careful not to
influence the student to your personal choices.

How paraeducators can support self-determination
Paraeducators can support self-determination in classroom and school activities
by frequently offering students choices.

¬

Provide students with frequent opportunities for choice and then
encourage students to exercise their rights to choose. Relate choice making
to the daily routine and to the consequences of the choices.

¬

Assist students to monitor and evaluate their choices and decisions.
Regularly ask students questions about their choices, how they made a
choice and if the outcomes were good or bad.

¬

Give students positive feedback when they do make choices and increase
their active participation.

¬

Keep track of the students’ activities, and if they are not choosing to
participate in many, provide encouragement for making choices and
interacting with others.

¬

Discuss students’ future plans and help them prioritize their goals.
Depending on age and the skill level, the future could be tomorrow, next week
or leaving school. For example, give students the lunch menu ahead of time
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so they can choose their meal before going to the cafeteria. Then, work up to
them planning a weekly menu with the school cafeteria manager.

¬

Model choice-making in class and give students opportunities to critique
the choices.
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10 STEPS TO INDEPENDENCE: PROMOTING SELF-DETERMINATION IN THE
HOME
It happens in almost every family. The final outcome of parenting. One
day, your children leave. As they go, you pray that your son or daughter
has the skills and abilities to make it. The road leading to this moment is
sometimes rocky. It may be marked by adolescent hijinks, which look,
from the parent’s point of view, like rebellion or downright
hardheadedness. However, those trying times are necessary steps toward
independence. Adolescents need to learn to make choices and decisions,
and this may be more important for adolescents who have a disability.
The road leading to a successful transition from childhood to adulthood begins
much earlier than the teenage years. It starts when children learn about
themselves, their strengths and weaknesses and, in so doing, begin to value
themselves. It ends when, as adults, these same children can take control over
choices and decisions, which impact their lives and take responsibility for their
actions. This is called self-determination.
For children with mental retardation and developmental disabilities, families and
teachers may need to take extra responsibility to be sure that this process
occurs. Children learn many of the attitudes and abilities leading to selfdetermination by watching their families. Experiences teaching these lessons
must be provided to children with disabilities and not left to chance. Here are 10
ways that the family can play a critical role in teaching their son or daughter to be
self-determined.
1.

Walk the tightrope between protection and independence. Allow your
son or daughter to explore his or her world. This may mean biting your lip
and watching form the kitchen window when your child first meets the
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neighbor’s kids, instead of running out to supervise. While there are
obvious limits, all parents have to “let go”, and it is never easy.
2.

Children need to learn that what they say or do is important and can
have influence on others. This involves allowing risk-taking and
exploration. Encourage your child to ask questions and express opinions.
Involvement in family discussions and decision-making sessions is one
way of providing this opportunity to learn.

3.

Self-worth and self-confidence are critical factors in the development of
self-determination. Model your own sense of positive self-esteem to your
child. Tell your child that she is important by spending time with her.
Again, involve her in family activities and in family decisions.

4.

Don’t run away from questions from your child about differences related
to his disability. That doesn’t mean, however, to focus on the negative
side of the condition. Stress that everyone is an individual, encourage
your child’s unique abilities, and help him to accept unavoidable
limitations.

5.

Recognize the process of reaching goals don’t just emphasize
outcomes. Children need to learn to work toward goals. For older
children, encourage skills like organization and goal setting by modeling
these behaviors. Make lists or hang a marker board in the laundry room,
which shows the daily schedule for each family member. Talk about the
steps you are going to use to complete the task and involve them in tasks
leading to family goals, such as planning for a vacation.

6.

Schedule opportunities for interactions with children of different ages and
backgrounds. This could be in daycare centers, schools, churches, and
when playing in the neighborhood. Start early in finding chances for your
son or daughter to participate in activities that help all children realize
everyone is unique.

7.

Set realistic but ambitious expectations. The adage that goals should
extend just beyond our reach is true here. Take an active role in your
child’s education experience. Be familiar with his or her reading ability
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and identify books that provide enough challenge to move to the next
reading level. Be sure you don’t assume that all of the progress should
occur at school.
8.

Allow your child to take responsibility for her own actions…successes
and failures! Provide valid reasons for doing things instead of simply
saying, "because I said so!” Providing explanations provides the
opportunity for the child to make an activity his own.

9.

Don’t leave choice-making opportunities to chance. Take every
opportunity to allow your child to make choices; what she wears, what is
served for dinner, or where the family goes on vacation. And, although
this is not always practical or possible, make sure that these choice
opportunities are meaningful. For example, for most children choosing
between broccoli and cauliflower is not a choice! Also, when offering
choices, make sure that the child’s decision is honored.

10. Provide honest, positive feedback. Focus on the behavior or task that
needs to be changed. Don’t make your child feel like a failure. For
example, if your son or daughter attempts to complete a school activity,
say a math sheet, but is unable to do so, phrase the feedback so that he
or she knows that the failure was specific to the worksheet and not in him
or her. We all learn from our mistakes, but only if they are structured so
that they don not lead us to believe that the problem is within us.
Reproduced with permission from The Arc. Written by Sharon Davis, Ph.D. and
Michael Wehmeyer, Ph.D.
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ALTERNATIVES TO GUARDIANSHIP
Legally, anyone who is 18 or older possesses the right to make his/her
own decisions (and live with the consequences), until an Alaskan court has ruled
the person incapacitated and appointed a legal guardian to decide on his/her
behalf. To parents who perceive their child as “vulnerable”, guardianship seems
a reasonable way to assure protection, and they often seek appointment as their
adult child’s legal guardian.
But now guardianship is being challenged by disability rights activists as an
“intrusion into a person's basic civil and human rights and a legal process to
be avoided” (Hoyle, 2001). Advocates recommend that families use
guardianship as the last resort and carefully consider alternatives before their
son or daughter lose their rights. In Alaska, the law says the court should
consider alternative options to guardianship or conservatorship, if it will meet
the person’s needs.
Below are alternatives identified by the Public Guardian Section of Alaska’s
Office of Public Advocacy:
Alternatives to Full Guardianship
•

Partial Guardianship
One who has special powers conferred by the court order that states
explicitly what those powers are. Generally less powers than a Full
Guardianship.

•

Conservatorship
Less restrictive than a guardianship, and recommended if the person's
needs are only financial in nature.
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•

Advanced Directives
Documents which state exactly which measures you want to be followed
in the event of your incapacity or terminal illness.
o

Will
A document stating how you want your assets to be distributed
among your heirs after your death.

o

Living Wills
A document by which an individual, while competent, may specify
that in the event there is no reasonable expectation that he/she will
recover from a terminal illness or vegetative condition, no
extraordinary or heroic measures are to be used to prolong the act
of dying; is only employed to prevent the use of life sustaining
procedures.

o

Native Stock Wills
A Native Corporation will ask its shareholders to sign who and how
stock should be distributed after death.

o

Power of Attorney (POA)
Power granted to the attorney or attorney-in-fact to conduct any
business which the principal could do himself, i.e. banking, real
estate, stock and other business transactions, tax issues, claims,
running the principal's business, etc.

o

Durable Power of Attorney (DPOA)
A legal document used to give someone else or more than one
person the authority to act on your behalf even after you are
incapacitated.

o

Health Care Surrogate or Durable POA for Health Care
A durable power of attorney (DPOA) by which the principal may
choose an agent to make health-care decisions after the principal
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has become incapacitated and is unable to make those decisions.
They can receive medical information, consent or refuse to consent
to medical care or relief from your pain, and must take all steps
necessary to make sure your wishes are followed in the living will.
o

Declaration for Mental Health Treatment
AS 47.30.950-.980 allows a person to sign a Declaration for Mental
Health Treatment to express their wishes about their treatment
when they no longer can.

o

Five Wishes
A questionnaire that helps you express your wishes for your dying
process. The five questions are: Who do I want to make care
decisions for me when I can't? What kind of medical treatment do I
want toward the end? What would help me feel comfortable while I
am dying? How do I want people to treat me? What do I want my
loved ones to know about me and my feelings after I'm gone?

Alternatives to Conservatorship
•

Representative Payee
Person who receives federal (SSA, SSI) money on behalf of another if the
recipient is unable to manage their own finances. Several agencies
provide rep payee services in Alaska.

•

VA Fiduciary
Person who receives federal VA monies on behalf of another if the
recipient is unable to manage their own finances.

•

Bill Paying Service
Some areas have agencies or banks that provide bill paying.
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•

Direct Deposit and Direct Bill Paying
Some banks provide direct payments for certain utilities, mortgages, and
other vendors in addition to direct depositing.

•

Joint Checking Account
A second signer on the person's bank account to assist if the person can't.
Must be trusted.

The above information can be found online at the Office of Public Advocacy
website http://www.state.ak.us/guardianship/alternatives.shtml
It is recommended that families consult with Office of Public Advocacy, Disability
Law Center or a private attorney before deciding how best to support their adult
child.
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The three checklists provided are intended as less formal measures of a
student’s progress toward becoming a self-determining individual. While an
important part of the student’s portfolio of achievement, they are one example of
many tools available. Interviews with the student and family, situational
observations, curriculum-based assessment, vocational skills assessment, etc.
should also be considered when evaluating skills. Other tools (available for
purchase) include the Arc’s Self-Determination Scale, a 72-item self-reporting
scale that considers four essential characteristics of self-determination; Steps to
Self-Determination: A Curriculum to Help Adolescents Learn to Achieve
Their Goals which includes criterion-referenced assessment instruments and
student self-reports, and ChoiceMaker Self-Determination Transition
Curriculum and Program which included a criterion-referenced selfdetermination transition assessment tool that matches the curricular sections of
the program.
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SELF-DETERMINATION CHECKLIST
Student Self-Assessment
Student Name: ____________________________________ Date: _________
Directions: Use the scale below to answer the following questions. There are
no wrong answers. In the column titled “Level of Assistance” circle the choice
that best describes how you accomplish each item.
5 = Always
4 = Most of the time
3 = Sometimes
2 = Rarely
1 = Never
Score
1. Do you tell teachers, staff, and family
what you like to do?

Level of Assistance
(circle one)
Independent
Help from family/friends
help from staff

2. Do you make choices regarding
supports, accommodations, and
activities you want or need?

Independent
Help from family/friends
help from staff

3. Can you describe your disability?

Independent
Help from family/friends
help from staff

4. Do you ask for help when you need it?

Independent
Help from family/friends
help from staff
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5. Do you tell paid and unpaid supports
how you want them to help you

Independent
Help from family/friends
help from staff

6. Can you describe your strengths?

Independent
Help from family/friends
help from staff

7. Can you describe your rights under
IDEA and ADA?

Independent
Help from family/friends
help from staff

8. Do you have a circle of support,
including family and friends, who help
you accomplish the things you want?

Independent
Help from family/friends
help from staff

9. Do you work with your IEP manager
about developing and managing your
IEP?

Independent
Help from family/friends
help from staff

10. Can you keep track of how you’re
working toward the IEP goals?

Independent
Help from family/friends
help from staff

TOTAL SCORE
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What are you doing better now than you were doing the last time you assessed
your self-determination skills? ________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
What do you feel like you still need to practice? _________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
How can the people around you (friends, teachers, staff, family) help you to build
your self-determination skills? _______________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
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SELF-DETERMINATION CHECKLIST: Progress Check
Student Name: __________________________________ Date: _________
Name of person completing the checklist: __________________________
Relationship to the student: ______________________________________
Directions: Use the scale below to answer the following questions. There are
no wrong answers.
5 = Always
4 = Most of the time
3 = Sometimes
2 = Rarely
1 = Never
0 = not observed
THIS CHART SHOULD BE INDIVIDUALIZED
The student:

TO REFLECT MAXIMUM PARTICIPATION

Beginning
of the year

mid
year

End of
year

1. tells teachers, staff, and family what
he/she likes to do.
2. makes choices regarding supports,
accommodations, and activities.
3. can describe his/her disability.
4. can identify supports and
accommodations that work best for
him/her in a given situation.
5. asks for help when he/she needs to.
6. can describe the way that supports and
services help him/her.
7. can tell paid and unpaid supports how
he/she wants the requested help to be
provided.
8. leads/takes principal role participates in
IEP and transition planning meetings.
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9. chooses whom he/she would like to
attend the planning meeting.
10. articulates his/her strengths.
11. can describe his/her rights under IDEA.
12. can describe his/her rights under ADA.
13. can make meaningful decisions related
to academic and leisure activities.
14. has a circle of support, including family
and friends, who help him/her
accomplish the things the student
wants.
15. can work with his/her IEP manager
about developing his/her IEP.
16. has expressed interest in developing
options for life when school is finished.
17. chooses integrated leisure and
recreational activities.
18. can describe the range of housing
options available and express a
preference.
19. can describe medical needs, if any.
20. can monitor/assess educational
program and outcomes
TOTAL SCORE
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SELF-DETERMINATION CHECKLIST: Annual Review
Student Name: __________________________________ Date: _________
Name of person completing the checklist: __________________________
Relationship to the student: ______________________________________
Directions: Use the scale below to answer the following questions. There are
no wrong answers.
5 = Always
4 = Most of the time
3 = Sometimes
2 = Rarely
1 = Never
0 = not observed
THIS CHART SHOULD BE INDIVIDUALIZED TO REFLECT MAXIMUM PARTICIPATION
The student:
1st YR 2nd YR 3rd YR 4th YR
1. tells teachers, staff, and family what
he/she likes to do.
2. makes choices regarding supports,
accommodations, and activities.
3. can describe his/her disability.
4. can identify supports and
accommodations that work best for
him/her in a given situation.
5. asks for help when he/she needs to.
6. can describe the way that supports and
services help him/her.
7. can tell paid and unpaid supports how
he/she wants the requested help to be
provided.
8. leads/takes principal role participates in
IEP and transition planning meetings.
9. chooses whom he/she would like to
attend the planning meeting.
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10. articulates his/her strengths.
11. can describe his/her rights under IDEA.
12. can describe his/her rights under ADA.
13. can make meaningful decisions related
to academic and leisure activities.
14. has a circle of support, including family
and friends, who help him/her
accomplish the things the student wants.
15. can work with his/her IEP manager about
developing his/her IEP.
16. has expressed interest in developing
options for life when school is finished.
17. chooses integrated leisure and
recreational activities.
18. can describe the range of housing
options available and express a
preference.
19. can describe medical needs, if any.
20. can monitor/assess educational program
and outcomes
TOTAL SCORE
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“You have to let the teacher know that
you want to learn, that you want to do the
work so that the teacher doesn’t think you
don’t want to do the work”. student

Self-Advocacy in
the School

Self-determination is associated with greater quality of
life and more positive adult outcomes. One of the
key subsets of self-determination is self-advocacy. Self-advocacy instruction for
high school students should include understanding rights and responsibilities,
effective communication and negotiation skills, identifying and requesting
accommodations and modifications, and instruction on participating in and even
directing one's own Individualized Education Program (IEP) meeting. To be most
effective, this instruction should also be designed to help students generalize
their self-advocacy skills and knowledge to environments outside the school
setting, such as college or the workplace.
As students achieve proficiency, the next level of self-advocacy for individuals
with disabilities is instruction for applying those skills in a larger, systemic
context: a collective effort to ensure the rights of all individuals with disabilities
are honored and protected. Shaping a society to respond to the needs and rights
of individuals with disabilities requires that self-advocates develop leadership
skills, as well as other self-advocacy skills.
Many ways exist that teachers can use to help students with disabilities develop
self-advocacy skills. A teacher, paraeducator, parent or volunteer can serve as
co-leader or advisor to students who have decided to form a support group. The
purpose of the group is to help students better understand and describe their
disabilities and more effectively advocate for their academic needs.
If the group so desires, it can formalize as a self-advocacy group. People First of
Anchorage is a chapter of a national organization that has created a process for
establishing self-advocacy groups. They have produced materials that can assist
the newly formed group. They also are available to assist in the development
and to serve as mentors to the students. (In the Appendix is the People First
President and Advisor Training Manual from People First of Missouri)

47

It is more effective in the initial stages if participants meet during a class period
and receive course credit that counts toward graduation. Initially, the group is coled by the advisor and a student. The leadership can revolve to provide all the
members opportunities to lead discussions, or, if it is the wish of the group, to
formally elect a chairperson.

Self-Awareness and
Disability Knowledge

The disability-related knowledge and self-awareness
that students acquire is then used as a basis for their
self-advocacy. By learning what accommodations or modifications work best for
them, students can brainstorm as a group how to best approach teachers,
employers, VR counselors or personal assistance providers with a request for an
accommodation. Students may have discussions through an entire scenarios or
role-plays to practice their self-advocacy skills. These discussions and role-plays
should be co-lead by one of the students and the advisor/teacher.
The group can brainstorm their individual accommodations and then practice
through role-playing how they would inform a teacher of the accommodations
they need for a class. As a follow up to the discussions, students would make an
actual request for accommodations with a teacher or an employer. The student
may choose to be accompanied on their first visit with a teacher to discuss
accommodations. If a request is not successful, at the next meeting, the group
would help the student develop other ways to make the request to the teacher.
As students gain experience, they can begin to do the negotiations themselves.
As the students progress through this process, the group will be a place to
discuss what worked and what didn’t. It is important that the students begin
taking a greater role in the discussions and the solutions.

SUPPORT GROUPS

Through support group meetings, students can

discuss the challenges they face in living with their
disabilities. Students share a perspective and a level of understanding that
individuals without disabilities are incapable of providing. They can be very
effective in helping each other cope with the frustrations they experience and
build the confidence to approach teachers, employers and personal assistants
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about accommodations. Students will encourage each other at times when
individuals try to deny their disability or avoid opportunities to self-advocate. A
sign of the effectiveness of the group is when they begin to decrease their
reliance on the co-leader or advisor to facilitate the support group discussions.

Community
Presentations

A very empowering activity for self-advocacy groups
is to give presentations to teachers, parent groups,
students, preservice special education teachers, community providers and
members of the business community. Presentations can be in-services or panel
discussions that deliver general information about how to communicate with and
support people with disabilities. These forums provide the above groups
opportunities to ask students about issues such as accommodations, disclosure
and confidentiality. The students can, in turn, ask the audiences what they expect
from people with disabilities. People First of Anchorage has developed a
Disability Etiquette workshop that teaches community members effective ways to
communicate with people with disabilities.

Mentoring

Modeling can be provided in several different ways for
students. The group co-leader, People First
members, recent graduates and upperclassmen with better-developed selfawareness, leadership, and self-advocacy skills are examples of people who can
serve as models for the members. An interesting variation of the presentation
activity is members of the group meeting with younger students and serving as
models for elementary and middle school students. They can share with
students, parents and teachers the importance of advocating for one’s self and
relate experiences on how it has worked for them.

Note: There are additonal activities for support groups in the Fostering Self-Determination
manual found in the Appendix. The sections on Person- Centered Planning and Video Modeling
give good descriptions for using videotaping as a teaching tool. For more information on Video
Futures and Video Modeling, contact Carl Evertsbusch at the Center for Human Development.
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