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Introduction

Being self-determined means you make choices and decisions about your life without
undue pressure or interference from other peoplel. It is a fundamental human right for everyone
according to the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights and Convention on the
Rights of Persons with Disabilities. To be self-determined is to be in control of your own life. It
does not mean being entirely independent or separate from other people when you make
decisions. People seek input from others in making decisions. People consider how their
decisions may have an impact on others. They compromise in their decision making because of
the impact on others. When others must make choices for you, you are self-determined if you
agree with the choices they make. Being self-determined is associated with a higher quality of
life? 4,

Adutistic people are less self-determined than their non-autistic peers®®. Research has
found that professionals, such as occupational therapists, speech language pathologists and
educators, said that they value self-determination, yet often did not include autistic people in goal
setting, or did not support the goals they identified®. Working with autistic people to set goals
and encouraging them to further develop self-determination are beneficial. This can support their
quality of life and well-being.

Self-determination theory provides a framework for promoting self-determination®. This
theory states that all people have three basic psychological needs to be self-determined*®. The
needs are competence, autonomy, and relatedness'®. Competence refers to feeling a sense of
mastery. Autonomy refers to being able to make your own choices. Relatedness refers to feeling
that you belong. The importance of these notions has been found to apply across cultures and

contexts (e.g., school, home, etc.). The next section will explore these ideas in more detail.
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Basic Psychological Needs for Self-Determination

Competence

Competence refers to feeling capable and having a sense of mastery'®. A sense of
competence is fostered when tasks are of optimal challenge. That is, the task is neither too easy,
nor too hard. However, the feeling of competence can be easily thwarted or undermined. For
example, if the challenge is too difficult, or if negative feedback is pervasive, the sense of
competence is likely to be undermined.
Jonah is a 7-year-old boy who attends a regular grade two classroom. There is one educational
assistant in the classroom, which has three students in addition to Jonah with support needs.
Jonah likes dinosaurs, trains, gym class, math, recess, and soccer. Jonah is working at grade
level in all subjects except math. But Jonah thinks he is not smart enough to understand math.
Feeling competent is being undermined when Jonah thinks about math lessons and trying to do
math without more support.
Autonomy

Autonomy means that a person makes their own choices or decisions, sometimes with
input from others®. Autonomy is different from independence. Independence means not relying
on others, nor looking to others for opinions or guidance in one’s conduct. Autonomy is an
important factor for better quality of life. However, professionals often exert more control over
autistic people instead of supporting their autonomy°. For example, autistic individuals’
interests bring them joy. Professionals, however, may feel that an intense interest is unusual and
attempt to replace that interest. Replacing an interest reduces the autistic person’s autonomy.
This can reduce enjoyment that the intense interest brings to the autistic person. The choice of

what is of interest and how one engages in interests should be up to the individual. It is important
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to be able to enjoy what is of value. An alternative for the professional might be to enhance
learning by demonstrating similarities between the interest and what can be done. Areas of
intense interest and sources of joy could be used to enhance learning™®.
Zach is 17 years old and in grade 11. He attends mainstream school and is on track to graduate.
Zach is hoping to attend university to study forestry. His priority is making sure he has the
grades he requires for university entrance. Zach’s favourite pastime is playing Minecraft. He
interacts with many of the players in the game. He has occasionally been bullied while playing
the game. His mom is concerned about this and worried that he does not have friends. Zach’s
mom thinks he should take a social skills course, while Zach thinks it is unnecessary and would
take too much of his already limited free time. His unease may reflect his thinking about what it
will be like to take the course, or being told to take a social skills course. Zach'’s sense of feeling
autonomous is thus being undermined.
Relatedness

Social relatedness refers to belonging and feeling connected to others?®. People tend to
assume that autistic people have challenges with relatedness as it is part of the DSM-5’s
diagnostic criteriall. However, Damian Milton suggested that challenges with social
communication and interaction are caused by both autistic and non-autistic people lacking an
understanding of each other’s social styles'?. That is, the problem does not lie within the autistic
person nor within the non-autistic person, but it lies in the communication between the two.
Milton calls this the double empathy problem. Recently, Crompton et al. did an experiment to see
if there were differences in the transfer of information between chains of autistic people, non-
autistic people, and a mix of both. A researcher told a story to the first person in the chain, who

told it to the next person, and so on*3. The final (eighth) person in the chain told the story back to

4 of 14



Jacalyn (Jackie) G. Ryan Self-Determination Toolkit

the researcher who compared it to the original story. The researchers found there was the same
decline in transfer of information in chains of autistic people as in chains of non-autistic people.
But they found a steeper decline in information transferred in mixed chains of autistic and non-
autistic people!®. This result supports Milton’s ideas of the double empathy problem. While
misunderstanding can affect all people, autistic people may enjoy opportunities for connection
and friendship with other autistic people.
Samira is 10-year-old girl who attends a special education classroom. The classroom has 12
students, one teacher, and two educational assistants. Samira enjoys reading, animals, going for
nature walks, skiing, singing, and fashion. Samira finds math difficult. Samira’s mother finds
that Samira arrives home from school tired and unhappy almost every day, and reports that she
has no friends at school with similar interests. Could it be that Samira is missing a sense of
relatedness at school?
Strategies to Promote Self-Determination

Strategies to support a sense of competence

Strategies for professionals or others to support the development of a sense of
competence include the following.10:14-16

(1) Identify barriers and develop mitigating strategies.

(2) Focus on optimal challenges. That means the ‘just right” level of challenge based on

current performance and opportunity for growth.
a. This could include task analysis and chaining.

b. Find experiences to support the achievement of goals.
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c. Set mastery goals, rather than performance goals. Mastery goals aim to
enhance the learner’s knowledge or skills. Performance goals focus on the
learner outperforming others.

d. Build upon strengths.

(3) Encourage/teach self-monitoring of progress, skill level or performance.

(4) Offer clear and positive informational feedback. This means feedback that affirms or

promotes autonomy and competence.

(5) Have clear and achievable expectations.

(6) Have a well-structured environment.

(7) Nurture the individual’s interests.

Strategies to support autonomy

Strategies for professionals and others to support the development of autonomy include

the following.107

1)
)
3)
(4)
(5)
(6)
(1)
(8)
(9)
(10)

Take the viewpoint of the person.

Provide a meaningful rationale for activities, behaviours and requests.
Acknowledge feelings of resistance.

Provide meaningful choice.

Use informational, non-controlling language.

Ensure the individual has a functional communication system and it is available.
Encourage initiative.

Be responsive to the person’s comments and questions.

Allow time for the individual’s independent work or activities.

Create opportunities for individuals to work in their own way.
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(11)  Acknowledge signs of improvement or mastery.
(12)  Offer progress-enabling hints when the person seems stuck.
(13) Ensure access to learning materials.
(14)  Nurture the person’s interests.
Strategies to develop relatedness
Strategies for professionals and others to support a feeling of belonging and relatedness
include the following.1%1
(1) Show unconditional positive regard, accepting autistic people for who they are. This
is especially important when setting intervention goals. It is best to set goals that are
meaningful to the autistic person, rather than goals that aim to reduce autistic traits.
(2) Take interest in the person by showing genuine interest in the autistic person’s
thoughts and experiences. Devote time.
(3) Acknowledge conflict to reflect that humans are all different. Taking the autistic
person’s frame of reference is experienced as caring.
(4) Be authentic, transparent, honest and open.
(5) Share important and meaningful perceptions and experiences.
(6) Be trustworthy and reliable.
(7) Show genuine warmth and concern.
Of importance, stigma, ostracizing, and bullying thwart relatedness.
Self-Determination Curricula
Component skills of self-determination can be taught®. There are several curricula for
teaching the skills of self-determination including, (1) Putting Feet on My Dreams?, (2)

ChoiceMaker Self-Determination Curriculum®®, and (3) the Self-Determined Learning Model of
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Instruction (SDLMI)?°. The SDLMI focuses on the skills of choice-making, decision-making,
goal-setting, problem-solving, planning, self-management, goal attainment, self-advocacy, self-
awareness, and self-knowledge?. Through repeated cycles of setting a goal, taking action to
achieve the goal, and adjusting the goal or plan, students practice each of the above mentioned
skills to increase their self-determination?®. The SDLMI has been modified for young adults in
post-secondary or transition programs, the Self-Determined Career Design Model.
Person-centredness

Person-centredness involves being with people in ways that help you to deeply know and
understand the person you are supporting?. The term was coined by Michael Kendrick to
describe the need for individualized support at the individual level, rather than at the system
level. There are many tools to support person-centred planning and practice?>2%. There are links
to these resources in Appendix A.

Appendix B offers a one-page profile, which is a short, strengths-based document that
can guide discussion of individualized support needs?’. This tool can provide a record of what
the person likes, their goals, how they like to be supported, what people admire about them, and
what is important to them. This information can be used to develop different kinds of plans for
the individual such as a learning plan, a career plan, a daily living plan, etc. Armstrong discusses
the importance of strengths-based practice,

The years | spent as a special education teacher and as a consultant to schools
convinced me that the key to helping children with deficits is to first find out as much
as we can about their strengths. As part of my consulting work, | used to go into
school districts and ask administrators to give me the cumulative files of their most
difficult students. | would then take a yellow marker and highlight all the strengths
that | noticed: teachers' comments, test scores, grades, and other positive data.
Oftentimes this process would reduce a cumulative file of a hundred or more pages to
two or three sheets. | would then distribute these two or three pages to participants at

the student's IEP meeting. Upon confronting only positive information about the
child, participants in the meeting would begin to remember other positive events and
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attributes, and this would very often lead them to generate new constructive
strategies for helping the student succeed in school®® (pp 6-7).
Summary

This toolkit summarized current understandings of self-determination. Strategies to
enhance self-determination were provided. Person-centredness was discussed. An overview of
tools to promote self-determination was presented. Self-determination enhances the well-being
of all people. Understanding how self-determination is developed provides important
information for intervening to promote its development. The individual component skills can be
explicitly taught. Rich opportunities to practice these skills will encourage the development of
self-determination. The following final vignette introduces Juan’s experience related to self-
determination in considering his career. Despite challenges and with support from others, Juan is
demonstrating self-determination.

Juan is an autistic 18-year-old. He attends his community high school and is due to
graduate in June. He has applied and been accepted to attend a technology school in his
hometown to become a baker. He hopes to open his own bakery some day. Juan was bullied in
junior high school. But he had teachers who were supportive of him and his needs which helped
reduce some of the stress he endured as a result of being bullied. Juan’s parents have been over-
protective at times; however, they are delighted with the confident, self-determined young man

he has become.
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Appendix A: Resources
1. Self-Determination Learning Model of Instruction:

https://selfdetermination.ku.edu/homepage/intervention/

2. Person Centred Practice and One Page Profiles:

http://helensandersonassociates.co.uk/person-centred-practice/one-page-profiles/

3. The PATH Process: https://inclusion.com/path-maps-and-person-centered-planning/
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Appendix B: Template for One-Page Profile (Adapted from Sanderson & Lewis, 2012)

’s One Page Profile

What People Like and Admire about Me

o%°
Py o
n’” P 4

What is Important to Me Things I Like

How Best to Support Me

My Hopes and Dreams for the Next Few
Months Are:
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