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Enhancing Self-Determination of Culturally 
Diverse Students With Disabilities: 

Current Status and Future Directions 

Dalun Zhang and Michael R. Benz 

American society is becoming increasingly multiethnic and multilingual 
(Rodriguez, 1990). Nearly 25% of the U.S. population is composed of individuals of 
racial/ethnic groups other than Caucasian (U.S. Census Bureau, 2001). Texas now has 
joined Hawaii, New Mexico, and California as a majority-minority state, along with the 
District of Columbia (U.S. Census Bureau, 2005). As a result, the U.S. school population 
also has become more diverse in recent years. The same is true with regard to special edu-
cation students. According to the Twenty-Fifth Annual Report to Congress on the Imple-
mentation of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act; during the 2001-02 school 
year, 5,867,234 students aged 6 to 21 were served under IDEA (Individuals with Disabil-
ities Education Act) in U.S. schools (U.S. Department of Education, 2005). Among them, 
38.3% were racial and ethnic minorities, compared to 30.9% of minorities in the general 
population in the year 2000 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2006). 

American Indians/Alaskan Natives and African American students were overrepre-
sented in special education (the percentage of students from a racial group served under 
IDEA was greater than the percentage of this group in the general population); 
Asian/Pacific Islanders and Caucasian students were underrepresented; and Hispanic stu-
dents were represented at a similar rate as Hispanics were represented in the general pop-
ulation (U.S. Department of Education, 2005). 

The issue of minority overrepresentation in special education has drawn national 
attention for a number of years (e.g., Artiles & Trent, 1994; Zhang & Katsiyannis, 2002). 
Although efforts and progress have been made to reduce the overrepresentation issue, an 
increasing concern is the achievement of minority students with disabilities. Individuals 
with disabilities from minority groups continue to be at high risk for poor school perfor-
mance, high unemployment, low wages, limited access to postsecondary education and 
training, and limited opportunities for living independently and participating fully in their 
communities (Simon, 2001). 

Transition outcomes of students aged 14 and older who are served under IDEA vary 
greatly across racial and ethnic groups, although some racial/ethnic differences revealed in 
the last decade have decreased (Wagner, Cadwallader, Garza, & Cameto, 2004). Findings 
from the National Longitudinal Study 2 indicate that both Caucasian and African American 
youth with disabilities have made significant improvements in school-completion rates; as a 
result, three-fourths the proportion of youth in both groups completed high school (Wagner 
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et al., 2004). The same study found that some salient differ-
ences still exist among racial/ethnic groups. For example, 
African American youth do not achieve the same level of out-
comes as their Caucasian peers in independent living during 
the early years after high school. Only Caucasian youth with 
disabilities experience a significant increase in postsecondary 
education enrollment overall and in the pursuit of both 
employment and postsecondary education since high school, 
though African American youth demonstrate a significant 
gain in 4-year college attendance. 

In 2003, 36% of Caucasian youth, 28% of African Ameri-
can youth, and 21 % of Hispanic youth with disabilities 
enrolled in a postsecondary program. In addition, only Cau-
casian youth with disabilities enjoy earnings increases relative 
to the federal minimum wage and an increase in volunteer or 
community service activities; Hispanic youth with disabilities 
have not made significant improvements in employment 
(Wagner et al., 2004). 

Dropping out or not completing high school with a diploma 
translates to adverse consequences in seeking employment, 
participating in postsecondary education, and independent liv-
ing (Edmondson & White, 1998). Students who drop out tend 
to experience negative outcomes such as unemployment, 
underemployment, and incarceration (Thurlow, Sinclair, & 
Johnson, 2002). Risk factors for noncompletion include factors 
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related to the family's cultural beliefs and values, parenting 
styles and parent-child relationships, sociocultural disadvan-
tage, and student-teacher interaction patterns. Factors related to 
student behaviors include discipline problems, difficulty in self-
regulation, lack of goals, lack of self-advocacy skills, interper-
sonal reasons, inadequate academic progress, and stigma asso-
ciated with being in special education (Repetto, Pankaskie, De 
Palma-Hankins, Schwartz, & Perry, 1997). 

In seeking strategies for reducing dropout rates and 
increasing transition outcomes for students with disabilities 
from minority families, we must examine the broader field 
of special education research and identify evidence-based 
strategies that can be applied to students with diverse cul-
tural backgrounds. Drawing from this research, enhanced 
self-determination and active student involvement in educa-
tional planning and decision making have emerged as criti-
cal elements to the successful transition from school to 
adulthood for adolescents with disabilities (e.g., Algozzine, 
Browder, Karvonen, Test, & Wood, 2001; Field, Martin, 
Miller, Ward, & Wehmeyer, 1998; Wehmeyer, 1997; Zhang 
& Law, 2005). Empirically based research has established a 
strong relationship between student level of self-determina-
tion and the attainment of more positive adult outcomes for 
transitioning youth (Zhang, Wehmeyer, & Chen, 2005). 

The purposes of this article are to (a) review extant 
research that documents empirical relationships between 
self-determination and transition outcomes, (b) review 
research that applies self-determination to students from 
diverse cultures, (c) identify valued practices that promote 
self-determination skills among these students, and (d) sug-
gest future directions for research and practice. 

EFFECTS OF SELF-DETERMINATION ON 
DROPOUT AND TRANSITION OUTCOMES 

Self-determination originally was defined by Wehmeyer 
(1997) as "acting as the primary causal agent in one's life 
and making choices and decisions regarding one's quality of 
life free from undue external influence or interference." 
More recently, Wehmeyer (2006) reflected on this definition 
and misinterpretations of the self-determination construct in 
the field and proposed a new definition: 

Self-determined behavior refers to volitional actions that 
enable one to act as the primary causal agent in one's life 
and to maintain or improve one's quality of life. (p. I 17) 

Characteristics of self-determination include choice mak-
ing, decision making, problem solving, goal setting and 
attainment skills, self-management, self-advocacy, self-effi-
cacy, self-awareness, and self-knowledge (Wehmeyer & 
Schwartz, 1997). When applied to education, self-determina-
tion revolves around fostering students' interest in learning, 
valuing education, and having confidence in their strengths. 
Self-determination is a way to support successful transition 
(Bremer, Kachgal, & Schoeller, 2003). Self-determination 
skills parallel the resiliency factors of social competence, 
autonomy, and a sense of purpose and the future (Serna, For-
ness, & Nielsen, 1998). According to Serna et al., these three 



factors are consistent across cultures and have been taught 
successfully to students from diverse cultures to avoid con-
ditions leading to special education services. Self-determi-
nation necessitates the student's choice to initiate and regu-
late behavior rather than environmental events that 
determine his or her action (Hardre & Reeve (2003). 

Effects of Self-Determination on Dropout 
Based on a review of empirical research studies, Zhang and 

Law (2005) propose to use self-determination as a dropout-
prevention strategy. Repetto et al. ( 1997) have identified sev-
eral themes in dropout-prevention programs, one of which is 
"program friendliness." Program friendliness refers to effec-
tive programs and practices that meet the needs of students and 
are easy for students to access and specifically support the 
characteristics of self-determination. These programs provide 
support to youth advocacy while the student is encouraged to 
set goals and manage problems through direct instruction. 

An example of these programs is Check and Connect, 
developed in Minneapolis. Research findings from this project 
show significant evidence of treatment effects: Only 9% of the 
students who had received the intervention through ninth grade 
dropped out of school, compared to 30% of the students who 
received the services only in seventh and eighth grade. Of the 
students who received the services through ninth grade, 46% 
were on track to graduate in 4 years, while only 20% of other 
students were on track (Thurlow et al., 2002). 

Applying a self-determination theory, Hardre and Reeve 
(2003) tested a motivational model to explain the conditions 
under which rural students formulate their intentions to per-
sist in, versus drop out of, high school. Tjlis model focuses on 
motivational variables that underlie student intentions to drop 
out. The assumption is that student motivations are either sup-
ported in the classroom by autonomy-supportive teachers or 
are inhibited by controlling teachers. If the instruction is inter-
esting, relevant, and works along with their strengths, students 
become engaged in school-related activities. 

Environments that support students' needs for compe-
tence and self-determination are considered autonomy-sup-
portive environments. After analyzing questionnaire data 
from 483 rural high school students, Hardre and Reeve 
found that providing autonomy support within classrooms 
predict students' self-determined motivation and perceived 
competence. These motivational resources, in turn, predict 
students' intentions to persist, versus drop out, even after 
controlling for the effect of achievement. 

Because self-determination theory is a way to foster positive 
classroom atmosphere and influence students' intentions to 
drop out or to persist, Hardre and Reeve suggest that teachers 
develop students' internal motivation by supporting their inter-
ests rather than controlling their behavior. By nurturing moti-
vation, it becomes a student-owned internal resource that will 
contribute greatly to the student's decision to persist in school. 

McMillan and Reed ( 1994) found that some students 
could be classified as at-risk for dropping out of school but 
still complete school successfully because these students 
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developed characteristics and coping skills that enabled 
them to succeed. These students, described as "resilient," 
possess some common characteristics, including high intrin-
sic motivation and internal locus of control; high educa-
tional aspirations; and the desire to succeed, to be self-start-
ing, and to be personally responsible for their achievements; 
a strong sense of self-efficacy; clear, realistic goals; and 
optimism about the future. These characteristics are similar 
to those of self-determination. Therefore, individuals who 
possess self-determination characteristics are more likely to 
complete high school rather than to drop out of school. 

Similarly, Dunn, Chambers, and Rabren (2004) found 
that if students perceive their high school experience as 
meaningful to their future goals, they will be more likely to 
stay in school. Students with goal setting and attainment 
skills are not as likely to drop out of school as those who do 
not have these skills. 

Effects of Self-Determination on Postschool Outcomes 
In a follow-up study of youth with mental retardation or 

learning disabilities, Wehmeyer and Schwartz (1997) col-
lected data prior to their exit from high school and one year 
after exiting. The findings indicated that the students with a 
higher level of self-determination were more likely to have 
experienced a greater number of positive adult outcomes, 
including a greater likelihood of being employed and earn-
ing more per hour than those who were not self-determined. 
Former students who were self-determined were more likely 
to be employed, to express a preference to live outside the 
family home, to have a savings or checking account, and to 
earn better wages. With these positive outcomes, self-deter-
mination has been identified as a critical outcome of the 
transition process for students with disabilities. 

Wehmeyer and Schwartz ( 1997) suggest increasing stu-
dent participation in educational planning and decision mak-
ing as a result of the abilities and attitudes associated with 
self-determination. Although educators may find it challeng-
ing to allow students to have more control over the curricu-
lum, student-directed work on self-awareness, leadership, and 
self-advocacy ultimately will be more effective in promoting 
those skills than will teachers' providing instruction based on 
what they presume to be students' needs (Pocock et al., 2002). 

Wehmeyer and Palmer (2003) published a follow-up 
study of 94 high school completers 1 and 3 years after they 
had exited from school. The researchers found that individ-
uals in the high self-determined group fared much better 
than individuals in the low self-determined group in six of 
eight adult living areas 1 year after leaving school and fared 
better in all eight adult living areas 3 years after leaving 
school. One year after school, more individuals in the high 
self-determined group were paying their phone bills and 
buying their groceries, and they had a bank account. Three 
years after leaving school, even more individuals in the high 
self-determined group were doing these things. In addition, 
3 years after leaving school, more individuals in the high 
self-determined group were paying their rent and utilities, 
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and had paid employment with better overall benefits (e.g., 
vacation, sick leave, and health insurance). 

Self-determination increases the academic performance 
of college students with disabilities and is considered key to 
success even in postsecondary education (Field, Sarver, & 
Shaw, 2003). Autonomy, problem solving, and persistence 
have been identified as personality factors associated with 
self-determination skills, and factors supporting student suc-
cess in postsecondary education. 

Field et al. (2003) cited a study conducted by Sarver (2000) 
that investigated the relationship between self-determination 
and academic success for students with learning disabilities 
enrolled at a major university. The participants were 88 stu-
dents with learning disabilities who were registered with the 
university's disability service office and had completed at least 
30 hours of college credit but had not received a bachelor's 
degree. The researcher administered a self-determination rat-
ing scale to the participants, and the assessment yielded a com-
posite self-determination score for each of them. This score 
represented a quantitative measure of the extent to which each 
student was self-determined. The self-determination score 
then was compared to each participant's grade point average 
(GPA) at the time of the study, which was considered as a mea-
sure of their academic success. The results showed a signifi-
cant and positive relationship between the self-determination 
score and student's GPA. The conclusion is that students who 
are more self-determined seem to enjoy better academic 
achievements in postsecondary education. 

APPLICATION OF SELF-DETERMINATION 
TO DIVERSE CULTURES 

In the field of special education, self-determination refers 
to individuals' rights to have control over their lives. In this 
respect, the roots of self-determination are in the normaliza-
tion and independence movement that originated in Europe 
(Trainor, 2005; Zhang, 2006). Thus, the values inherent in 
most efforts to promote self-determination are the values 
associated with Anglo-European cultures and societies 
(Frankland, Turnbull, Wehmeyer, & Blackmountain, 2004; 
Turnbull & Turnbull, 2001). Other cultures may discourage 
the same practices (Zhang et al., 2005). For example, in 
collectivist cultures (e.g., Asian, Native American, Latino), a 
sense of self is understood in relationship with others; indi-
viduals often set their goals by considering both their own. 
needs and their family needs (e.g., bringing honor to the fam-
ily) (Browder, Wood, Test, Karvonen, & Algozzine, 2001). 

Turnbull and Turnbull (2001) have listed contrasting be-
liefs, values, and practices between Anglo-European culture 
and other cultures. Values typically associated with self-
determination include personal control over the environ-
ment, individualism, self-help, competition, future orienta-
tion, and goal orientation (Turnbull & Turnbull, 2001; 
Zhang, 2006). Because Western and non-Western thinking 
about cultural norms differs significantly (Dowson & 
Mcinerney, 1998), these values may seem unfamiliar or 
inappropriate to people who are not European American and 

middle class (Trainor, 2005). Non-Western cultures may 
encourage values that are different from the essential values 
associated with self-determination (Zhang et al., 2005). As a 
result, culturally and linguistically diverse students who are 
transitioning from special education into adult life may 
approach this transition and their self-determination from a 
variety of perspectives (Trainor, 2005). The tension between 
the cultural expectations of a society and the goal of self-
determination (or at least as described in Anglo-European 
cultures) is a critical issue that requires more research. 

In recent years educators have become aware of the 
importance of recognizing differences among cultural and 
ethnic groups as they consider how best to deliver educa-
tional services. Researchers have recognized that self-deter-
mination is a concept that carries cultural values and its def-
inition is influenced by one's culture (e.g., Frankland et al. , 
2004; Turnbull & Turnbull, 2001; Zhang, 2006; Zhang et al. , 
2005). Studies have been done to examine cultural and 
socioeconomic influences on students' acquisition and devel-
opment of self-determination skills (e.g., Zhang, 2006). This 
line of research focuses on the conceptualization and opera-
tionalization of self-determination in various cultures (e.g., 
Frankland et al., 2004; Lee & Wehmeyer, 2004; Ohtake & 
Wehmeyer, 2004) and attempts to investigate how culturally 
diverse students and parents perceive self-determination 
(Trainor, 2005), as well as the extent to which parents and 
teachers promote self-determination skills among culturally 
diverse children (Zhang, 2006; Zhang et al., 2005). 

Application of Self-Determination in 
Various U.S. Cultures 

Self-determination has been found to be valuable in vari-
ous cultural groups in the United States. Trainor (2005) con-
ducted a qualitative study with 15 adolescents with learning 
disabilities from three cultural groups: African Americans, 
European Americans, and Hispanic Americans. The purpose 
of the study was to examine students' behaviors and percep-
tions regarding self-determination during the postsecondary 
transition planning process. Data were collected by reviewing 
participants' transition-planning documents, observing par-
ticipants during their IBP/transition planning meetings, and 
gleaning information from focus group interviews. 

The differences within this group of diverse participants 
were subtle. Adolescents across all groups exhibited compo-
nent skills of self-determination during the interviewing 
process . The students perceived their home environments as 
facilitating self-determination. They noted specifically that 
their parents were making efforts to seek their opinions and 
choices and provide them with emotional support. 

Kuperminc, Blatt, Shahar, Henrich, and Leadbeater (2004) 
conducted a similar survey, with 448 African American, Cau-
casian, and Hispanic students aged 11 to 14. The researchers 
found that students from these different ethnic groups had sim-
ilar self-awareness and beliefs. The findings from both of these 
studies seem to indicate that U.S. students from different cul-
tures have similar values and experiences in self-determination. 



Substantial evidence indicates that African American 
children living in urban poverty run a greater risk for low 
psychosocial and educational outcomes than the general 
population (Myers & Taylor, 1998). Nevertheless, some 
children who live in families with clearly defined roles for 
both parents and children, and with more parental involve-
ment in their children's school activities, overcome these 
challenges and perform better (Myers & Taylor, 1998). 

In a phenomenological qualitative study, Goff, Martin, and 
Thomas (2006) investigated the impact that survival conflicts 
might have on the academic orientation of today's African 
American students and how these conflicts perpetuate their 
disproportional representation in special education. Results of 
the study suggested that a survival conflict does indeed 
impact the academic orientation of some of today's African 
American students and can lead to low academic achieve-
ment, which in tum can lead to special-education placement. 
This survival conflict is at odds with self-determination 
because it removes one from being the primary casual agent 
in one's life. The results also suggest that self-determination 
can empower African American students to address and end 
their disproportional representation in special education. 

Zhang (2006) investigated the influences of culture, socioe-
conomic status, and children's special education status on par-
ents' engagement in fostering self-determination behaviors in 
their children. Participants in this study included 136 parents 
of students at various grade levels: 97 (71.3%) Caucasians, 19 
(14.0%) African Americans, 17 (12.5%) Asians, and 3 (2.2%) 
Hispanics. It was found that children from Caucasian and non-
immigrant families were more involved in doing household 
chores and interacting with salespeople in their daily lives; 
Asian and immigrant parents did not emphasize parental 
authorities or value family priorities over individual goals as 
much as Caucasian and nonimmigrant parents did. 

These findings seem to support the assumption that 
Anglo-cultures encourage independence and children from 
these cultures are provided with more opportunities from 
their parents to practice these skills. The findings also sug-
gest that non-Western cultures can accept and value self-
determination-related parenting practices, which may be 
related to education and exposure to Western culture. 

Frankland et al. (2004) examined family structures and 
social factors in the Dine (Navajo) culture and compared them 
with the essential characteristics of self-determination. They 
found that self-determination characteristics are highly rele-
vant in Dine culture. Self-determination has considerable util-
ity and heuristic value in the culture and should be applied to 
transition planning practices. To do so, these researchers sug-
gest that professionals seek to understand how various factors 
shape the present and future for each Dine student and family 
and how self-determination practices can be introduced to 
complement the unique needs of each student. 

International Applications of Self-Determination 
Self-determination has been introduced to, and has been 

well received by, the special education communities in 
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various parts of the world. Ohtake and Wehmeyer (2004) 
analyzed the Japanese special education research system 
and proposed a model for applying the self-determination 
concept to the Japanese special education context. Accord-
ing to these authors, Japan has a tradition of importing and 
adapting new theories and teaching innovations from other 
countries, especially the United States, although there is 
some resistance in the field because some theories and inno-
vations are culturally different from those in Japan. 

From this analysis, the authors found a number of com-
monalities between values embedded in Japanese exemplary 
special education practices and values associated with self-
determination. For example, Japanese special education nur-
tures student independence, encourages student preferences 
and interests, teaches student goal setting and attainment, 
and promotes achievement and self-awareness. These prac-
tices overlap with values of self-determination and make it 
practical to adapt the concept of, and values associated with, 
self-determination to the Japanese special education system. 

For this adaptation to work, the authors suggest four 
essential steps: 

1. Have a thorough understanding of self-determination 
theory and related instructional practices. 

2. Examine cultural values embedded in self-determi-
nation. 

3. Focus on similarities between the cultures to identify 
what self-determination has to offer in the new cultures. 

4. Anticipate possible resistance due to possible differ-
ences between the cultures. 

Based on a thorough review of the Korean literature on 
self-determination, Lee and Wehmeyer (2004) found that the 
self-determination construct is applicable to, and valued by, 
Korean culture. The Korean special education research com-
munity has engaged in self-determination research since 
2000. Their research indicates that, in the Korean culture, a 
strong relationship exists between self-determination and 
quality of life for individuals with disabilities; self-determi-
nation has great value and utility in enhancing transition out-
comes; and self-determination increases family involvement 
in special education. In addition, intervention programs have 
been developed and used in Korea to promote student self-
determination. 

Zhang et al. (2005) investigated and compared the behav-
iors of parents and teachers in the United States and Taiwan 
in fostering the self-determination of elementary and sec-
ondary school students. The participants were parents and 
teachers of 203 students from the United States and 90 stu-
dents from Taiwan. The findings indicate that 

1. U.S. teachers and teachers in Taiwan have similar 
levels of engagement in self-determination-fostering 
behaviors; 

2. U.S. parents seem to have significantly higher levels 
of engagement than parents in Taiwan in self-deter-
mination-fostering behaviors; 

3. in both cultures, teachers and parents of secondary 
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school students reported higher levels of engagement 
than teachers and parents of elementary school stu-
dents; and 

4. cultural differences and teacher/parent differences were 
associated with several self-determination practices. 

PROMOTING SELF-DETERMINATION 
AMONG CULTURALLY DIVERSE STUDENTS 
WITH DISABILITIES 

Given the importance of self-determination and its 
applicability to students from diverse cultures, it is impor-
tant for culturally diverse students to possess self-determi-
nation skills. To promote self-determination in students 
from diverse cultures, a review of self-determination models 
is important to identify factors that have an impact on the 
development of self-determination skills. Abery, Rudrud, 
Arndt, Schauben, and Eggebeen (1995) believe that self-
determination is a byproduct of an ongoing interaction 
between individuals and the environments in which they 
function. Individual factors and environmental factors both 
have impacts on self-determination. Individual factors 
include social skills that enable one to exert personal con-
trol; knowledge about one's competencies, skills, and envi-
ronment; and motivational factors. 

Two major environments that Abery et al. identified as 
most important in facilitating a student's self-determination 
are the family and the school. Research during the past 
decade has substantiated that, for students with disabilities 
to acquire and use self-determination skills, students and 
their teachers and parents have to make sustained efforts 
(Zhang, Katsiyannis, & Zhang, 2002). 

Parent Practices That Foster Self-Determination 
Family involvement is an important factor in ensuring the 

development and the expression of self-determination by stu-
dents with disabilities (Field & Hoffman, 1999; Lee & 
Wehmeyer, 2004). The influence of the family environment on 
self-determination continues from infancy through adulthood. 
Providing opportunities for youth to make decisions and regu-
late their behavior in the family environment is important in 
developing self-determination. Field and Hoffman (1999) pro-
posed two reasons why family involvement is important: 

1. The family role model has a large effect on opportu-
nities the child receives to learn and practice self-
determination skills. 

2. Family dynamics strongly affect student expression 
of self-determination. 

Kim and Kim (2000), as cited by Lee and Wehmeyer 
(2004), qave proposed two reasons why parental involve-
ment is critical: 

1. Parents serve as role models in demonstrating self-
determination actions. 

2. Parents can facilitate student's development of self-
determination skills by providing meaningful inter-
actions with them. 

Similar propositions have been set forth by Sands and Doll 
(1996) and Ward (1988). According to these researchers, for 
students to become self-determined, self-determination has 
to be fostered beginning in early childhood. Children should 
be given age-appropriate opportunities to make choices and 
decisions, and to take risks and experience responsibilities. 

Parental involvement in the educational process is essen-
tial for students with disabilities to acquire and exercise self-
determination skills and to achieve success in the transition 
process. Potential benefits of parental involvement in educa-
tion include better school attendance, reduced dropout rates, 
higher educational assessment scores, and improvement in 
student attitudes and self-confidence (e.g., McNair & 
Rusch, 1991; Morningstar, Turnbull, & Turnbull, 1996; 
Wehmeyer, Morningstar, & Husted, 1999). 

Several parent/family factors influence students' devel-
opment of self-determination skills. These include parent 
age and educational level, and family demographic variables 
(Lee & Wehmeyer, 2004). Field and Hoffman (1999) identi-
fied factors influencing student acquisition and expression 
of self-determination and stressed that parental involvement 
is critical. They also identified ways by which family mem-
bers, particularly parents or guardians, can help their chil-
dren develop self-determination skills. These include 

• helping their children develop content knowledge, 
skills, and beliefs for self-determination; 

• interacting with their children in ways that provide 
opportunities and reinforcement for acting in a self-
determined manner; 

• acting and role-modeling as advocates for their chil-
dren in the school system; 

• role-modeling strategies to cope with rearing a child 
with a disability; 

• demonstrating to their children how to self-evaluate 
their strengths and weaknesses and how to adapt to 
various situations; 

• interacting with their children in ways that allow for ex-
ploration, choice, risk taking, and a sense of self-control. 

Cultural differences seem to influence parents' involve-
ment in promoting their children's self-determination. For 
example, Zhang et al. (2005) investigated behaviors of par-
ents in the United States and Taiwan in fostering the self-
determination of elementary and secondary school students 
and found that Taiwanese parents were less likely than U.S. 
parents to engage in self-determination-fostering behaviors. 
This was especially true for students with emotional disabil-
ities. In a subsequent study, Zhang (2006) investigated the 
influences of culture, socioeconomic status,· and children's 
special education status on parents' engagement in fostering 
self-determination behaviors. The participants included par-
ents of students with and without disabilities. Findings from 
this study indicated that 

• children from Caucasian families were more involved 
in personal independence activities than were Asian 
and African American children; 



• Asian and immigrant parents did not believe in parent 
authority or emphasize family priorities as hypothesized; 

• parents with college degrees gave their children more 
opportunities to express their interests, make daily 
decisions having important impacts on their life, and 
set personal goals; 

• parents of higher-income families were more likely to 
engage in practices that fostered their children's self-
determination skills; and 

• parents of students with disabilities were less likely to 
engage in these practices. 

Ingoldsby, Schvaneveldt, Supple, and Bush (2003) con-
ducted a survey study with 185 adolescents ( 11 to 18 years 
of age) from Ecuador and 245 adolescents from Chile. Their 
findings indicated that parents' positive attitude and guid-
ance significantly predicted children's achievement orienta-
tion and that adolescents' perception of parental monitoring 
behavior positively predicted achievement orientation and 
self-advocacy; however, adolescents' perception of parental 
punitiveness, negatively predicted self-advocacy and achieve-
ment orientation. These findings revealed the important 
roles of parents in promoting their children's self-determi-
nation in Latino cultures. 

Nevertheless, parents do not frequently use strategies that 
promote self-determination in their children (e.g., Wehmeyer 
et al., 1999; Zhang, Katsiyannis, et al., 2002). Because par-
ents of individuals with disabilities, particularly those from 
diverse cultural backgrounds, typically are not involved in 
their children's education or promote their children's self-
determination, the need for parent training is critical (Zhang, 
2006). Doll, Sands, Wehmeyer, and Palmer (1996) recom-
mended specific practices for fostering self-determination 
skills daily at various grade levels. These recommendations 
include 

• providing opportunities for students to make decisions 
that are important for their day-to-day activities, 

• making it easy for students to see the link between the 
goals they set for themselves and the decisions they 
make, 

• providing guidance for students in breaking long-term 
goals into a number of short-term objectives, 

• assisting students to realistically recognize and accept 
weaknesses in key skills, and 

• aiding students in requesting academic and social sup-
ports from teachers. 

Field, Martin, Miller, Ward, and Wehmeyer (1998) reiter-
ated these recommendations and suggested specific methods 
and procedures that promote self-determination in early 
childhood years, early elementary ages, late elementary 
ages, and secondary ages. Zhang et al. (2002) adopted these 
recommendations in their study of parent practices, and sug-
gested that parents of individuals with disabilities engage in 
these and other daily activities to foster their children's self-
determination skills. Some specific parenting practices that 
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culturally diverse parents can implement to foster'their chil-
dren's self-determination skills are the following: 

• Allow children to make structured choices in selecting 
free-time and family activities. 

• Permit children to make structured choices in select-
ing activity rewards. 

• Provide opportunities for children to generate choices 
that are positive and negative; provide feedback to stu-
dents on the consequences of their choices in the 
recent past. 

• Allow children to participate in planning family activ-
ities. 

• Help children evaluate their behavior and perfor-
mances against a model. 

• Work with children to generate alternative strategies 
and choose the best one to solve problems. 

• Encourage children to have confidence in their ability 
to perform a given task and reward them accordingly. 

• Talk to children about their plans for the future and 
encourage them to assess their strengths and weak-
nesses and build future plans on their strengths. 

• Encourage children to take self-initiative in appropri-
ate family activities. 

• Provide constructive and helpful feedback to children 
regarding their behaviors and performances in an 
affectively safe manner. 

• Model leadership skills to children and encourage 
them to practice leadership skills at home. 

• Celebrate success when the family as a whole or the 
student achieves a preset goal. 

Teacher/School Practices 
That Foster Self-Determination 

In the school environment, opportunities for a student to 
be involved in decision making and educational programs 
have had a significant influence on the student's self-deter-
mination acquisition and improvement (Abery et al., 1995). 
Schools and teachers have an important role in facilitating 
students' development of self-determination skills. Schools 
and teachers can take three major approaches to promote 
student self-determination skills: 

1. Use daily instructional practices that involve students 
in educational decision making, and promote self-
determination activities. 

2. Adopt self-determination curricula to systematically 
teach self-determination skills to students from 
diverse cultures. 

3. Involve students in transition planning. 

INSTRUCTIONAL PRACTICES THAT PROMOTE 
STUDENT SELF-DETERMINATION 

Teachers work with students directly. They deliver knowl-
edge and skills to students and also serve as role models to stu-
dents. How they interact with students greatly impacts students' 
autonomous behaviors. Teachers who involve students in plan-
ning how to teach lessons increase students' decision-making 
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skills and at the. same time make teaching more enjoyable 
(Kohn, 1993). Specifically, teachers might ask students to 
generate ideas about how to teach a given lesson and then 
direct them to choose the best one to implement. 

A number of procedures and methods are in place for 
teachers to incorporate self-determination activities into 
everyday instructional activities. These methods and proce-
dures are listed according to students' grade levels covering 
early childhood years, early elementary ages, late elemen-
tary ages, and secondary ages (e.g., Field et al., 1998). In a 
survey study investigating cultural impacts on teachers' 
engagement in these practices, Zhang et al. (2005) found no 
significant difference between teachers' behaviors in the 
United States and teachers' behaviors in Taiwan. Similarly, 
Lee and Wehmeyer (2004) found that Korean teachers have 
embraced self-determination practices well in their daily 
instruction. These and other studies (e.g., Ohtake & 
Wehmeyer, 2004) reveal that instructional practices promot-
ing students' self-determination are widely accepted by 
many cultures and, therefore, self-determination instruc-
tional models can and should be applied to diverse cultures. 

Models 
Among the many self-determination teaching and learn-

ing models is the Self-Determination Learning Model of 
Instruction, developed and validated by Wehmeyer and col-
leagues (Agran, Blanchard, & Wehmeyer, 2000; Palmer, 
Wehmeyer, Gipson, & Agran, 2004; Wehmeyer, Palmer, 
Agran, Mithaug, & Martin, 2000). This model is particularly 
practical and easy for teachers to adopt. Based on principles 
of self-determination and student-directed learning, it 
enables teachers to support students in learning self-regu-
lated educational goal setting, action planning, and evalua-
tion. The students involved in instruction from teachers 
using the model, including adolescents and young children 
with cognitive and developmental disabilities, were able to 
self-direct educational goal setting and attainment and to 
become more self-determined. The model was introduced to 
Japan and Korea (Lee & Wehmeyer, 2004; Ohtake & 
Wehmeyer, 2004) and was found to work well in these cul-
tures. This may lead to consideration by other cultures. 

In another model, developed by Martin et al. (2003), 
teachers use self-determination contracts with students in 
which students can learn to self-regulate their academic out-
comes, identify their own self-directed pursuits, and attain 
their own goals. Earlier, Stowitschek, Laitinen, and Prather 
( 1999) recommended that teachers embed early self-deter-
mination opportunities in curriculum for youth with devel-
opmental disabilities using natural teaching incidents. In 
their model, teachers embed planned incidents into their 
ongoing lessons and in.structional activities to promote stu-
dent self-determination naturally. These incidents cover 
skills such as exploring choices and preferences, planning 
and following through, seeking assistance, recognizing and 
asserting personal rights, negotiating for choices, and 
respecting others' preferences. Students who take lessons 

from teachers implementing these embedded strategies 
increase their use of self-determination skills. 

Test, Browder, Karvonen, Wood, and Algozzine (2002) 
have offered practical strategies for teachers to write self-
determination lesson plans and model the process of devel-
oping such a plan. Price, Wolensky, and Mulligan (2002) 
believe that classroom teachers can and should teach self-
determination every day. In their case study, Adam, a 17-year-
old student with a specific learning disability, was taught 
successfully to develop behavioral autonomy, self-regulatory 
behavior, and self-realization as part of his general class-
room and leisure activities. Wehmeyer, Agran, and Hughes 
(1998) recommended promoting student self-determination 
by teaching behaviors with the component elements of self-
determination, including autonomous behavior, self-regulated 
behavior, self-advocacy and leadership skills, self-realiza-
tion, and psychological empowerment. 

Teacher Training 
For teachers to engage in self-determination instructional 

practices, teacher training on this topic has to be increased 
(Zhang, Katsiyannis, Singleton, Williams-Diehm, and 
Childes, 2006). School administrators must provide teachers 
with the opportunity to receive ongoing and current profes-
sional development on the use of self-determination and 
include school time to promote these strategies. Hagner, 
Helm, and Butterworth (1996) found that schoolwide com-
mitment to infusing self-determination and person-centered 
planning is necessary to long-term improvement. 

IMPLEMENTING A SELF-DETERMINATION CUR-
RICULUM TO TEACH SELF-DETERMINATION 

Because of the strong relationship between students' self-
determination and their postschool outcomes, researchers 
believe that school instruction must have a critical role in 
promoting student self-determination skills (Wehman, 1998). 
As a result, and with the impetus of a series of federally 
funded projects, numerous self-determination curricula have 
been developed and implemented during the past few years. 

Field et al. ( 1998) identified 35 curricula designed for 
this purpose, and Test, Karvonen, Wood, Browder, and 
Algozzine (2000) found 60 curricula and 675 other 
resources. Although the focus of each curriculum varies, 
most of them emphasize the need to teach specific skills to 
individuals with disabilities about making their own deci-
sions and how to teach these skills. Various researchers have 
reviewed these curricula. The Field et al. ( 1998) review of 
35 self-determination instructional materials included a 
brief introduction of the curriculum, a short program 
description, a concise materials description, brief informa-
tion on instructional delivery, a list of instructional compo-
nents, research and field-testing information, and publisher 
information for each curriculum. Schools can use this 
review information to initially screen the curricula and pick 
some for more in-depth examinations for adoption. 



Test et al. (2000) reviewed 60 self-determination curric-
ula and provided practical strategies for teachers to choose 
an appropriate curriculum for implementation. Zhang et al. 
(2006) reviewed 11 self-determination curricula for princi-
pals to consider adopting in their schools. These researchers 
also made 7 specific recommendations for school principals 
to take action in promoting self-determination of students in 
their schools. 

As a schoolwide approach, principals can review self-
determination curricula and adopt some of these curricula or 
portions of them to help students develop self-determination 
skills (Zhang et al., 2006). Selection of a curriculum should 
be based on careful assessment of whether the curriculum 
under consideration was designed to address the needs of 
the students for whom it is intended. 

When choosing a curriculum, educators might ask the 
following questions (Test et al.. 2000): 

• Are the materials age appropriate? 
• Are they designed for mild, moderate, or severe dis-

abilities? 
• What types of materials are provided? 
• Are the lesson plans well developed? 
• Were the materials field-tested? 
• Does the curriculum include an assessment tool? 
• What are the costs? 

As a leader in curriculum and instruction in the school, 
principals can use these questions to guide teachers in select-
ing and implementing a self-determination curriculum. 
Administrators also must structure time into the school sched-
ule for adequate instruction in self-determination and encour-
age teachers to infuse essential self-determination skills into 
their content instruction so students will have opportunities to 
learn and practice these skills in the context of everyday life. 

INVOLVING STUDENTS IN 
TRANSITION PLANNING 

One self-determination strategy that schools can imple-
ment is to allow and teach students with disabilities to lead 
and direct their own IEP meetings, particularly the transition 
planning component (Zhang et al., 2006). Mason, McGa-
hee-Kovac, Johnson, and Stillerman (2002) believe it is 
essential for secondary students with disabilities to partici-
pate substantially in their IEP and transition process. The 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and its 
subsequent reauthorizations require the involvement of stu-
dents in the transition process. 

According to Wehman (1993), students' involvement in 
transition increases their awareness of the IEP and knowl-
edge about how transition plans should be developed. This 
awareness can help the student and family to make sure the 
school system does the proper things in planning for the stu-
dent's future and make sure that the student's personal wants 
and needs are addressed. Student involvement also ensures a 
mechanism to follow up with the school system to ensure 
that the transition plan is being implemented. 

9 

Currently, student involvement in their transition plan-
ning is less than adequate; many times they remain as out-
siders of their own IEP meetings (Wehmeyer, 1998). Field, 
Hoffman, and Sawilowsky ( 1994) designed and conducted a 
qualitative study investigating the current status of student 
involvement in their educational planning and transition 
planning meetings. They interviewed 41 students with dis-
abilities regarding their involvement in their last educational 
planning meeting. Only 71 % of the students said they 
attended their last IEP meeting. Of those who attended, 56% 
were not told the purpose of the meeting prior to the meet-
ing; 63% were not prompted with things to think about 
before the meeting; and 76% were not prepared for the 
meeting. Only 41 % said they helped in identifying goals and 
objectives. 

School administrators have an important role in promot-
ing active student participation in, and even leading, their 
IEP and transition planning meetings. They should incorpo-
rate self-determination skills into the IEP development 
process and make it a standard component of transition ser-
vices (Zhang et al., 2006). Teachers also should encourage 
and directly teach students to participate in and lead their 
transition planning process, in which they can practice and 
improve their self-determination skills in relation to their 
own education and future plans. 

Instructional materials are available to facilitate students' 
participation in their IEP meetings. For example, Martin, 
Marshall, Maxson, and Jerman (1996) developed an 11-step 
program facilitating students' leading their IEP meetings. In 
addition to simply involving students more in IEP planning, 
the actual IEP objectives have to involve self-determination 
skills. 

Mason, McGahee-Kovac, and Johnson (2004) also 
believe that students must be prepared and taught to take 
leadership role in their IEP meetings. They developed a 
series of five sessions to prepare students for the IEP 
process. In their study involving more than 100_ students, 
these researchers found that students who received instruc-
tion were involved and contributed to meetings, understood 
their disability rights and needed accommodations, 
increased their self-confidence and self-advocacy skills, 
interacted more positively with adults, took more responsi-
bility, and were more aware of their limitations and 
resources available to them. Because students' active partic-
ipation in IEP leads to better transition outcomes, the Coun-
cil for Exceptional Children (CEC) published a manual with 
detailed guides for students to lead their IEPs (McGahee, 
Mason, Wallace, & Jones, 2001). 

CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS 
Self-determination has been linked empirically to 

increased student in-school and post-school outcomes (e.g., 
Hardre & Reeve, 2003; Wehmeyer & Palmer, 2003). The 
special education community has worked to increase the 
self-determination of students with disabilities (e.g., Field et 
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al., 1998). As a result, numerous approaches have been 
developed to promote students' self-determination. Success-
ful strategies include 

• family interventions with parents infusing self-deter-
mination practices into daily living, 

• teachers' infusion of self-determination practices into 
daily instructional activities, 

• school implementation of a self-determination cur-
ric;ulum, and 

• students' leadership in the IBP/transition process. 

Because the self-determination concept has its roots in Anglo-
European culture (e.g., Frankland et al., 2004), however, spe-
cific values and practices associated with self-determination 
are believed to be more acceptable by the Caucasian majority 
culture. Students and their parents from other cultures may 
not receive this concept as well. Consequently, the applicabil-
ity of self-determination practices to students and families 
from diverse cultures remains an open question. Research that 
has been conducted with students and parents from other cul-
tures seems to support (at least to certain extent) self-determi-
nation as a universally accepted phenomenon (e.g., Lee & 
Wehmeyer, 2004; Ohtake & Wehmeyer, 2004; Zhang et al., 
· 2005). For example, Zhang (2006) found that self-determina-
tion-related parenting practices can be accepted and valued 
by non-Western cultures and that exposure to the Western 
education and culture increases such acceptance. Immigrants 
with exposure to the Western culture seem to increase their 
self-determination awareness and practices. As a result of 
these research findings, it seems reasonable to apply self-
determination practices to other cultures. 

This is not to say that all values and practices associated 
with self-determination are applicable to all students and 
families from diverse cultures. As Browder et al. (2001) 
pointed out, if multicultural values are not considered in 
encouraging self-determination, students and parents from 
diverse cultures may think that teachers are imposing their 
own values on them. Because self-determination is associ-
ated with Anglo-European culture, specific and individual-
ized case analyses must be made with each student when 
determining strategies to promote self-determination. After 
all, student and family preferences have to be considered 
and appropriate modifications have to be made for self-
determination practices to be implemented effectively with 
students from diverse cultures. 

Future research is needed with parents from diverse cul-
tures. This research should collect data from these parents 
regarding their daily activities at home and how their values 
and practices differ from values associated with self-deter-
mination. As Cook, Brotherson, Weigel-Garrey and Mize 
( 1996) noted, the home offers children their earliest oppor-
tunities to make choices, experience control, and exhibit 
competence. If the family's goal is to support self-determi-
nation and independence, parents have to reinforce and 
implement self-determination skills within the context of 
home-related activities (Zhang et al., 2002). 

Systematic training and information dissemination to 
families of younger children may be needed to support par-
ents in promoting self-determination at home (Zhang et al., 
2005). Schools and teachers have to do a better job in reach-
ing out to, and collaborating with, culturally diverse families 
to promote students' self-determination (Browder et al., 
2001), although this may be challenging because many cul-
turally diverse families are reluctant to be engaged in their 
children's school. 

In any case, teachers need better training in self-determi-
nation. This should be done through school-sponsored pro-
fessional development activities and also through teacher 
education programs in higher education institutions (Nevin, 
Malian, & Williams, 2002). Thoma, Baker, and Saddler 
(2002) have recommended a course that ensures that special 
educators will obtain the skills they need to support their 
students' development of self-determination skills. And pre-
service teacher education programs must place more empha-
sis on the skills necessary for special education teachers to 
work with culturally diverse families. 

In summary, student self-determination is important for 
all students, including those from diverse cultures, to make 
a successful transition from school to adulthood. Parents and 
schools play vital roles in promoting student self-determina-
tion. Although existing self-determination curricula and val-
ued practice recommendations provide parents and schools 
with specific tools to promote student self-determination, 
more research targeting students and parents from diverse 
cultures is necessary to design and validate strategies that 
meet their unique needs. 
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