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Background
Stacie Rulison, MS, M.Ed, BCBA, LBA
• Board Certified Behavior Analyst (BCBA) and Licensed Behavior Analyst in 

Michigan; UCLA PEERS® Certified

• Consultant with MI Dept of Education (MDE), Office of Special  Education 
(OSE), Michigan Alliance for Families, Statewide Autism Resources and 
Training Project (START); MI Autism Council 8 years; development team for 
the MI ASD State Plan; Special Education Advisory Committee (SEAC) chair; 
school district and ISD board member; numerous state level committees; 
state and national presentations on ASD, IDD, behavioral intervention, 
literacy, safety, sexuality, person centered planning, supported decision 
making, college readiness, disability-specific, other

• Clinical practitioner working with IDD and ASD since 2008; co-owner of 
organization (Balance MI-Skills, Inc) providing behavioral and evidence-based 
social communication and soft skills training and interventions for teens and 
adults with IDD and ASD since 2016; provide full range of employment 
services

• Parent of young adult with ASD now attending college

balancemi-skills.com
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Objectives
Acquire greater understanding of Quality of Life (QoL) 
for individuals with intellectual and developmental 
disabilities (IDD), including:

• Definition and elements of QoL

• Data and research on IDD and QoL

• Frameworks for QoL

• Barriers in attaining QoL

• Improving QoL for individuals with IDD

• Role of self-determination in attaining QoL 

• Resources for promoting QoL
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Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities (IDD)
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IDD
• Group of conditions: neurodevelopmental, 

genetic, communication disorders
• IDs, ASD, ADHD, cerebral palsy, vision loss, others

• Physical, learning, language, behavior, cognitive
• Self-care, socializing, communicating, reasoning, 

problem solving, planning and organizing, thinking,  
comprehending complex ideas, experiential learning

• Lifelong with onset before 22 years

• 8.6% (2021) and increasing in children 3-17y 

• Significant rate of co-morbidity 30-50% (up to 18y)

• Autism is the fastest growing developmental 
disability in the US

CDC; Tural Hesapcioglu et al., 2021

https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/products/databriefs/db473.htm#:~:text=No%20significant%20change%20in%20the,and%201.65%25%20in%202021).
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ASD Prevalence Data

DSM-IV, CDC, MDE

1994

1:2,000
(DSM-IV)

2023

1:36
(CDC)

2013

16,730
(MDE)

2023

25,147
(MDE)

https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/adhd/data.html
https://www.mischooldata.org/special-education-data-portraits-disability/
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Comorbidity and ASD
• Overall comorbidity (75%-80%)
• ASD-mental illness/psychiatric diagnosis= up to 75% (Buck et al., 2014; Hofvander et al., 

2009; Joshi et al., 2013; Vohra et al., 2016)

• Common comorbidities (World Journal of Pediatrics, 2021)

• ADHD=50-70% 
• Depression=26% (versus 10% general population)
• Anxiety=30% (versus 10% of general population)
• Bi-Polar=11% (versus 2% of general population)
• Schizophrenia=7% (versus .5% of general population)
• Down’s Syndrome=40% (versus .125% of general population)
• Epilepsy=30% (versus 6-7% of general population)
• Sleep disorders=50%-80%
• Gastrointestinal and feeding disorders=46%-84%
• Immune deficiency=25%
• Cardiovascular issues=37% (versus 23% of general population
• Obesity 30% (versus 13% of general population)
• Others: skin conditions, asthma, allergies, frequent ear infections, pica, chronic pain

https://www.f6publishing.com/forms/main/DownLoadFile.aspx?Type=Digital&TypeId=1&id=10.5409%2fwjcp.v10.i3.15&FilePath=DA027F3236E92557E06BE9F22D1BDEA083ABF7E84680FF933CA9300E4799C400C7EAC6F3900EE24EE1097B68BFBC5BB3A06FC9F778204B65
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Misconceptions about Learning & IDD

• Majority have mild IDD
• 70% develop functional reading
• Learning process slower
• Underestimated in cognitive 

abilities (receptive vs. expressive)
• Can learn new skills/gain  

knowledge
• Brain forms new connections 

throughout the lifespan
• Uneven cognitive profile 

(splintered skills)

(Centre for Educational Neuroscience; Hughes et al., 2022)

http://www.educationalneuroscience.org.uk/
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Quality of Life
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Context

For today…

• Individuals with IDD can learn and attain 
a QoL 

• Maintain high expectations (presume 
competence)

• Supports and services are key for 
improving QoL 

• Continued supports for maintaining QoL
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Premise of QoL

How people feel about 
their lives!
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Fulfillment

A Meaningful Life…
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What is a meaningful life…for you?

Access the QR Code or the link in Chat
Responses are anonymous

https://www.menti.com/alwo34396sju
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QoL is a Social Construct
• Personal
• Is not a “thing”
• Intangible 
• Common to all 
• Heterogenous and unique to the person
• Continued research
• Subjective-objective measures
• Increased person-centered outcome 

evaluation strategies
• Fluid-depending on context and individual

(Gomez et al., 2021; Wehman, 2020; Brown et al., 2013 ; Hensel et al., 2002; Schalock & Verdugo, 2002)
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QoL Tenants
All individuals with IDD should: 
• Maintain choices and access to services, supports, living 

arrangements

• Have reasonable wait times for services

• Direct own services and supports

• Lead a life enriched by friends, family, relationships

• Experience life-long learning 

• Develop decision-making and problem-solving skills

• Work in a meaningful job

• Enjoy the same rights and respect for their dignity and 
privacy, as do people without disabilities

• Informed about and understand options and risks 

American Association of Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities

https://www.aaidd.org/news-policy/policy/position-statements/quality-of-life
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QoL Domains

International consensus of 
Schalock & Verdugo’s QoL 

Conceptual Framework-the 
domains defined in 2002 of 

personal well-being for 
individuals with IDD

QoL

Physical well-
being

Emotional 
well-being

Material well-
being

Social 
relationships

Social 
inclusion

Personal 
development

Self-
determination

Rights

(Beadle-Brown, et al., 2023; Schalock & Verdugo, 2014; Schalock et al, 2008; Schalock & Verdugo, 2002)



17

QoL Conceptual Domains

(Beadle-Brown, et al., 2023; Gomez et al., 2020; Schalock et al., 2008; Schalock & Verdugo, 2002)

Domain QoL Indicators (Examples)
Physical well-
being

About your health and lifestyle. Examples: maintaining mental health, weight, exercise; managing health concerns such as diabetes, GI 
disorders, hypertension; dental care; getting medical help if needed

Emotional well-
being

About how you feel about things in your life. Examples: happiness; freedom from abandonment, abuse, neglect, segregation, exclusion, 
bullying, violence; treated with respect, empathy, patience, trust; feel understood, self-awareness and acceptance

Material well-
being

About issues related to finances and things you own and pay for and are important to you. Examples: discretionary income; a job you are 
happy with; discloses and requests accommodations as needed; aware of strengths and needs; positive attitude; individualized training; 
socially connected through work

Social 
relationships

About relationships with other people and time you spend with them. Opportunities to meet people; having friends; having a partner; 
choice of sexual orientation; co-workers; support people; things you do with family and friends

Social inclusion About the kinds of activities in your community and who you do them. Examples: promoting own rights and equality, awareness and 
disclosure; leisure activities, health facilities, community centers, education, workplace; public transportation; freedom to move about; 
living independently in the community; receive needed supports; voting; places you go

Personal 
development

About doing and learning new skills and information; doing things important to you. Examples: inclusive education, individualized 
supports, maximized social and academic development; professionals involved; training in sexuality, independent living, vocational 
guidance, training getting a job, friends

Self-
determination

About goals, decisions and choices and realizing your dreams. Examples: person-centered planning; supported decision-making; choices 
about what to cook, where to live, who to live with, health, not overprotected or underestimated by family, control over life; how to spend 
free time; makes sexual decision and decides whether to marry or have children

Rights About how other people respect you and your right to do the same things as other adults. Examples: right to privacy, using insurance for 
health care; right to freely express views; asked views and preferences during legal proceedings; maintain safety; promotes various 
decision-making options such as supported decision making
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QoL Framework

Self-Determination: as well 
as being a core dimension 

of QoL, it is also considered 
its own construct in much 

of the literature and 
acknowledged by Schalock 

& Verdugo (2002) as a 
value on which services are 

based, and an essential 
supporting concept in 

overall QoL 

QoL

Physical well-
being

Emotional 
well-being

Material 
well-being

Social 
relationships

Social 
inclusion

Personal 
development

Self-determination

Rights

(Beadle-Brown, et al., 2023; Mumbardo-Adam et al., 2023; Wehman, 2020; Schalock et al, 2008; Schalock & Verdugo, 2002)
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Self-Determination

Self-determination is exercising final 
decisions about you, your choices, and your 

environment- on your terms.



20

Self-Determination

(Mumbardo-Adam et al., 2023; Gomez et al., 2022; Wehman, 2020) 

Self-determination has evolved from 
a dimension of QoL to its own 

inherent construct, and noted in 
recent advances in research and 
theory related to QoL paradigms
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Research clearly demonstrates the impact of self-
determination on quality-of-life and achieving 

desired educational and adulthood related 
outcomes 

(Vincente et al., 2020)

Self-Determination
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Research & Data
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• QoL is a fluid construct and inherent to the individual’s preferences and feelings

• QoL can be shaped, planned, and monitored starting with transition planning 
and programs in high school through service systems into adulthood

• QoL barriers are related to services, supports, service systems, policy, 
relationships, limited opportunities, and choices 

• People with disabilities need to be increasingly involved in research on QoL

• Research needs to include both objective and subjective measures for QoL

• QoL findings are similar in studies across the U.S. Europe, Asia, and Australia

• Self-determination has a direct impact on overall QoL

Summary of Research Findings
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Key QoL outcome indicators:
• Employment

• Education

• Social inclusion

• Social participation

• Living arrangements

• Recreation

• Systems of Support

• Independence

• Control (of choices)

• Physical and mental health

• Safety

Summary of Research Findings
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QoL is Personal

Each person determines 
what is important to them 
in their quest for quality of 
life based on their personal 

experiences, interests, 
preferences, opinions, and 

choices…



26

• Individuals with IDD often do not achieve a full life (QoL) they desire due to lack of services, supports, 
and personal relationships and typically meet barriers with public policy, service systems, attitudes 
toward people with disabilities, and other issues which limit opportunities in the community and choices 
of where to live and work (AAIDD, 2023). 

• Importance of life dimensions collectively differ for people with and without disabilities; interventions 
should be measured in ways to promote QoL based on preferences of people with disabilities (Shogren 
et al., 2021).

• Individuals with ID maintain higher importance to all aspects of their lives which are linked to their 
aspirations, preferences, and choices than individuals without disabilities (Hensel et al, 2002).

• Individuals with disabilities tend to rate broad dimensions of QoL (control, independence, self-care, 
dignity) higher than health-based QoL dimensions (Crocker, 2021).

• It is vital to obtain self-report (subjective measures) of individuals with ID when considering internal 
thoughts and feelings related to QoL, and including individuals who are being measured for QoL  (Scott 
et al., 2018; Davidson et al., 2017).

• Individuals living in in apartments or independently have indicated a significantly higher QoL than those 
in supervised settings (Randall et al., 2023).

Research: General
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Research: Transition 

• There is a body of evidence in teaching skills related to self-determination leads to increased 
achievement of school-based transition goals in adolescents with IDD (Shogren et al., 2018).

• Students who have stronger self-determination skills are more inclined to be involved in their 
educational planning, and getting students involved in their planning nurtures self-determination 
(Vincente et al., 2020).

• Promoting stronger self-determination skills  for students with IDD as been linked to more 
positive postsecondary outcomes including academics, employment, recreation, and independent 
living, and greater quality of life (Wehmeyer et al., 2012).

• Ongoing and recent research have emphasized self-determination as a key construct due to its 
impact on QoL and taught through specific strategies with opportunities to practice new skills 
(Vicente et al., 2020).

• Creating opportunities, providing needed supports, and maintaining high expectations are needed 
to reach more greater QoL while focusing on the elements of self-determination which most 
significantly impact outcomes; choice-making and self-advocacy are most closely associated with 
employment and postsecondary outcomes (Shogren et al., 2016).
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• Promoting stronger self-determination skills  for students with IDD as been linked to more 
positive postsecondary outcomes including academics, employment, recreation, and independent 
living, and greater quality of life (Wehmeyer et al., 2012).

• There is a critical need to implement evidence-based practice transition practices to enhance post 
high school employment outcomes of youth with intellectual disabilities; stronger self-
determination skills when exiting high school is shown to be a predictor of improved QoL 
outcomes in employment and community participation 1-2 years post high school (Shogren et al., 
2019).

• Difficulties individuals with IDD experience when moving from school to employment, to higher 
education and active participation in the community after leaving school, is a major contributor to 
isolation and exclusion, and decreased QoL (Beadle-Brown et al., 2023)

• Programming to support a smooth transition from high school to postsecondary education may 
prove critical in helping students succeed in the postsecondary environment, as well as preventing 
a host of adverse outcomes (i.e., skill loss, symptom exacerbation, and poor QoL, in adulthood 
(White et al, 2017).

Research: Transition 
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QoL and Transition

(Beadle-Brown, et al., 2023; Schalock & Verdugo, 2014; Schalock & Verdugo, 2002)

Study by Beadle-Brown et al., 2023: 
4 countries (US, UK, Czech Republic, Australia)
74 studies included in study

• Successful transition leads to greater QoL
• Maps to QoL Conceptual Framework
• Transition success includes outcome indicators:

• Obtaining a job and/or financial independence
• Independent living (moving out of the family 

home)
• Higher level education
• Growing social networks and being part of the 

community
• Physical and mental health and well-being
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Research: Transition & Vocational Rehabilitation 
• Utilizing in-school predictors of postschool success can aid teachers, administrators, vocational 

rehabilitation counselors with information to improve transition programs (Mazzotti et al., 2021).
• Students receiving postsecondary education program (PSE) services as part of their vocational 

rehabilitation IPE had 51% greater employment rates than those who did not receive the services 
(Spencer et al., 2021).

• A systematic review of literature cited outcomes for vocation-focused interventions for young adults 
with ASD may have positive effects on employment outcomes (Fong et al., 2021).

• Educational policies and improved training practices are needed for improved vocational services for 
students with IDD to enhanced QoL (Georgidaou et al., 2022).

• It is imperative vocational rehabilitation include persons with disabilities in discussions for advances in 
policy and advocacy related to supported employment (Desmond, 2017).

• Vocational considerations and employment supports are needed to promote employment and QoL for 
individuals with TBI (Ditchman et al., 2022).

• VR services promoting employment-based self-determination and independent living skills and 
encourage people with IDD to make their own decisions maintain higher salary in jobs and are more 
independent (Martinis et al., 2015).

• Systematic review noted there is a lack of rigorous studies on vocational interventions and their impact 
on QoL and outcomes (Ma et el., 2022).
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• Individuals with ASD and attaining QoL are complex with the disability being extremely 
heterogenous, influence of co-morbidities, need for multi-disciplinary and individualized 
interventions and support; and unique challenges; enhancing social skills, communication, self-
regulation will promote better outcomes while increasing acceptance and reducing the stigmatism 
and negative attitudes toward ASD will improve overall QoL (Syriopoulou-Delli, 2023).

• Outcomes of individuals with high functioning autism are typically poor relative to their intellectual 
or language level (Kamio et al, 2012).

• Based on self-report, early diagnosis and parental support were associated with improved QoL; 
aggressive behaviors into adulthood were related to poorer QoL (Kamio et al., 2012).

• Generally, quality of life is relatively poor across the lifespan for autistic individuals (van Heijst & 
Geurts, 2015) and social inclusion remains limited in adulthood even with reduced ASD symptoms 
(Howlin et al, 2013). 

• Unemployment of youth with significant impact from ASD major societal issue and is most likely 
group to exit school and not gain competitive employment (Wehman, 2020).

Research: ASD
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Definition of Preferences in Study

(Jacinto et al., 2023; Crocker et al, 2021; Ratcliffe et al, 2017)
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QoL Dimensions and Preferences

Number of individuals without a disability: 443
Number of individuals with a disability: 410
12 QoL Dimensions Measured

9.7

11.2

8.0

10.1

7.4

10.6

7.4
7.14

6.2
6.8

8.8

6.6

10.9 10.7

9.8 9.6 9.5

8.6
8.2

7.6 7.6
7.1

5.7

4.6

*Control *Independence *Self Care ^Mental Well
Being

*Safety ^Physical
Mobility

^Pain *Social
Relationships

*Dignity ^Sleep ^Vision ^Hearing

No Disability Disability

1

7

7

9
8 9

0
10

12

11

*Broader QoL Dimensions
^Health Status QoL Dimensions

2 2

3 434

6

5

8

6
9

5

11
12

5

10

3

21

Based on response percentages
(Jacinto et al., 2023; Crocker et al, 2021; Ratcliffe et al, 2017)
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Disability Postsecondary Education Data

US BLS Census

US Population Educational Levels
Ages 25 and Older 

(2022)21%

36.8%

28.6%

52.8%

20.3

46.5

35.5

17.1

73.8

6.9

13.4

8.3

3.1

8.2

Less than High School High School Some College-No
Degree

Associates Degree Bachelor's +

No Disability Disability

Numbers in millions

https://data.census.gov/mdat/#/search?ds=ACSPUMS1Y2022&vv=AGEP%2800,25%3A99%29&cv=DIS&rv=SCHL_RC1&nv=SCHL,AGEP_RC1&wt=PWGTP&SCHL_RC1=%7B%22S%22%3A%22Educational%20attainment%20recode%22,%22R%22%3A%22SCHL%22,%22W%22%3A%22PWGTP%22,%22V%22%3A%5B%5B%220,01,02,03,04,05,06,07,08,09,10,11,12,13,14,15%22,%22Less%20than%20HS%22%5D,%5B%2216,17%22,%22HS%22%5D,%5B%2218,19%22,%22Some%20college,%20no%20degree%22%5D,%5B%2220%22,%22Associate%2527s%20degree%22%5D,%5B%2221,22,23,24%22,%22Bachelor%2527s%20%2B%22%5D%5D%7D&AGEP_RC1=%7B%22S%22%3A%22Age%20recode%22,%22R%22%3A%22AGEP%22,%22W%22%3A%22PWGTP%22,%22V%22%3A%5B%5B%221%3A24,65%3A99,00%22,%22Not%20Elsewhere%20Classified%22%5D,%5B%2225%3A64%22,%22Between%2025%20and%2064%22%5D%5D%7D
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U.S. Employment Data

US BLS Census

US Civilian Population
Employment Data

Ages 16 Years and Older 
(2022)

28.6%

66.3%

3.5%

31.0%

19.3%

7.3%

79.0%

Employed Unemployed Not in work force

No Disability Disability

https://data.census.gov/mdat/#/search?ds=ACSPUMS1Y2019&vv=AGEP%2800,25%3A64%29&cv=DIS&rv=SCHL_RC1&nv=SCHL,AGEP_RC1&wt=PWGTP&SCHL_RC1=%7B%22S%22%3A%22Educational%20attainment%20recode%22,%22R%22%3A%22SCHL%22,%22W%22%3A%22PWGTP%22,%22V%22%3A%5B%5B%220,01,02,03,04,05,06,07,08,09,10,11,12,13,14,15%22,%22Less%20than%20HS%22%5D,%5B%2216,17%22,%22HS%22%5D,%5B%2218,19%22,%22Some%20college,%20no%20degree%22%5D,%5B%2220%22,%22Associate%2527s%20degree%22%5D,%5B%2221,22,23,24%22,%22Bachelor%2527s%20%2B%22%5D%5D%7D&AGEP_RC1=%7B%22S%22%3A%22Age%20recode%22,%22R%22%3A%22AGEP%22,%22W%22%3A%22PWGTP%22,%22V%22%3A%5B%5B%221%3A24,65%3A99,00%22,%22Not%20Elsewhere%20Classified%22%5D,%5B%2225%3A64%22,%22Between%2025%20and%2064%22%5D%5D%7D
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Research: ASD

Roux et al., 2017

Individuals with Autism
Life After High School

21%

36.8%

28.6%

36.8%
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• Research has found individuals with IDD who were competitively employed reported a higher QoL, belonging to 
a community, and financial independence than others who worked in more restrictive settings, but results 
showed increases in overall QoL scores for participants regardless of employment setting (Randall et al., 2022).

• Status of employment, living arrangements, supports availability, and level of ID are significantly impact QoL 
(Clas et al., 2012).

• Individuals with disabilities are less likely to experience positive outcomes than their peers without disabilities 
and years of duplicated research indicates in school experiences impact postsecondary outcomes in the areas of 
education, employment, and independent living (Mazzotti et al., 2021).

• Students with IDD are less likely to stay in college and be accepted by peers at their college, and often are 
socially isolated (Haber et al., 2016).

• Students with IDD and ASD lack of understanding of disabilities and cognitive issues with IDD, lack of 
acceptance, and overall lack of mental health supports at universities and colleges (Cage et al., 2020).

• Programming to support a smooth transition from high school to postsecondary education may prove critical in 
helping autistics students succeed in the postsecondary environment, as well as preventing a host of adverse 
outcomes (i.e., skill loss, symptom exacerbation, and poor QoL, in adulthood) (White et al., 2016).

• College allows individuals with ID to expand their social networks beyond family and caregivers (Spencer et al., 
2021).

Research: Employment and Education
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Barriers to QoL
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Current State

“People with IDD often do not have the services, supports 
and personal relationships they want and need to lead a 
full life in the community.  They may encounter 
attitudinal, public policy, service system, and other 
barriers that keep them from choosing where they live 
and work.  Moreover, they often lack opportunities to 
participate in and contribute to their communities.”

American Association of Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities

https://www.aaidd.org/news-policy/policy/position-statements/quality-of-life
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Barriers
• Absence or substandard:

• Service systems
• Needed supports
• Personal relationships
• Opportunities to participate in 

the community

• Attitudes toward disabilities
• Policy inconsistencies

American Association of Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities

https://www.aaidd.org/news-policy/policy/position-statements/quality-of-life
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Barriers
Transition & Education
• Teachers report barriers to promoting self-

determination include:
• Personal beliefs about whether the student will benefit
• Insufficient time to facilitate explicit instruction in self-

determination
• Lack of training in promoting self-determination
• Insufficient time to teach during the instructional day

• Segregated settings
• Low expectations
• If efforts to promote self-determination are in place, 

there is rarely follow-through to systematically assess 
the effect of those interventions

(Wehmeyer, 2020)
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Barriers
Recent studies convey goals addressing self-

determination are not included on many 
student’s IEPs and educators report believing 
self-determination is an important part of 

transition but have limited or no training in it
(Wehmeyer, 2020)
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Prioritizing & Promoting QoL
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Self-Determination Outcomes

(Shogren et al., 2016)

Research demonstrates self-determination characteristics of 
autonomy, self-realization, and psychological empowerment were 

predictors of QoL outcomes, and signaled improved financial 
independence, employment, social relationships, independent 

living, and postsecondary education.
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Misconceptions about Self-Determination

(Wehmeyer, 2020)

• Completely self-sufficient
• Just making a choice
• Is about controlling all aspects 

of life
• Not possible for students with 

more complex needs
• Does not apply to younger 

children 
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Transition

QoL

Increasing self-
determination skills 
through transition 
programming for 

improved outcomes and 
greater quality of life



49

Transition Programs and Vocational Rehabilitation

• Transition requires educators, services providers, and 
policy makers to collaborate to ensure students 
successfully transition through the use of research-
based practices and predictors (Mazzotti et al., 2021)

• Opportunities with Michigan Rehabilitation Services 
(MRS) and Bureau of Services for Blind Persons (BSBP)
• Pre-employment Transition Services (pre-ETS)
• Workplace readiness, work-based learning, job shadows, etc.
• Partnering on needs
• Connecting families
• Preparation for work can impact QoL
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Current Initiatives Related to Self-Determination

• Person-centered planning 
(PCP)

• Alternatives to guardianship
• Supported decision-making
• Community Mental Health 

(PCP)
• School (IEPs)
• Vocational Rehabilitation (IPE)
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Predictors of Postschool Success

(Mazzotti et al., 2021; Mazzotti et al., 2016; Test et al., 2009) 

National Technical Assistance Center for 
Transition-The Collaborative (NTACT-C) 
• Research base pertaining to improved 

outcomes in education, employment, and 
independent living

• Elements of self-determination: autonomy, 
psychological empowerment, self-realization, 
self-regulation

• Paid work experiences while in school are 
the number one predictor of improved 
postsecondary outcomes

https://transitionta.org/predictors-of-post-school-success/
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Transition Programs and Predictors

(Shogren et al., 2016; Mazzotti et al., 2022)

Focus on predictors related to self-determination to increase QoL:

• Autonomy: person freely acts based on their own preferences, 
interests, and ability without undue influence
• Outcomes: increased financial independence, social relationships, 

employment, independent living, postsecondary education

• Psychological empowerment: you understand the connection 
between how you act and the subsequent outcomes from your 
actions
• Outcomes: increased financial independence, employment, 

emotional well-being, postsecondary education
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Transition Programs and Predictors

(Shogren et al., 2016; Mazzotti et al., 2022; Wehmeyer et al., 1996)

Focus on predictors related to self-determination to increase QoL:

• Self-realization: understanding strengths and needs
• Outcomes: greater financial independence, employment, 

emotional well-being, postsecondary education, self-advocacy

• Self-regulation: decide what skills to use in a situation and 
recognize and use strategies to reach and monitor the desired 
behavior
• Outcomes: recognize thoughts and emotions and change when 

needed; understanding what you are doing versus should be 
doing
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Self-Determination Elements

(I’m Determined; Mazzotti et al., 2021)

I’m Determined

Aligns with 4 Self-Determination 
Predictors of Post High School 
Success (NTACT-C): autonomy, 
psychological empowerment, 

self-realization, self-regulation

https://www.imdetermined.org/tool/elements-of-im-determined/
https://www.imdetermined.org/tool/elements-of-im-determined/
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Self-Determination Elements

(I’m Determined; Moore & McNaught, 2014; Wehman, 1999)

Self-
Advocacy

Self-
Awareness

Self-
Regulation

Choice 
Making

Decision 
Making

Problem 
Solving

Setting-
Attaining 

Goals

Self-
Efficacy

Internal 
Locus of 
Control

I’m Determined

• Individualized
• Presumed ability to approach 

in any order
• Some elements depend on 

prerequisite skills (i.e., self-
advocacy/communication) 

• May draw upon multiple 
elements simultaneously

• May only work on specific 
elements due to complexity

https://www.imdetermined.org/tool/elements-of-im-determined/
https://www.imdetermined.org/tool/elements-of-im-determined/
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1. Student Self-Determination Skills Assessment (school, agency, family)
• Identify areas of need-map to Elements of Self-Determination

• Self-advocacy (communication) and self-awareness (modifying behavior)

Process for Implementing Self-Determination Supports

Student should 
evaluate 
themselves; coach 
or differentiate as 
needed for the 
individual

https://www.imdetermined.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/selfdeterminationcheckliststudentself-assessment.pdf
https://www.imdetermined.org/tool/elements-of-im-determined/
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2. Parent Self-Determination Skills Assessment (school, agency, home)
• Parent provides input on student’s self-determination skills (this is important!)

• Agreement/non-agreement with student assessment should be reviewed and discussed

Process for Implementing Self-Determination Supports

Get parent or 
caregiver input 
and compare to 
student input

https://www.imdetermined.org/tool/self-determination-checklist-parent/
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3. Educator/School Self-Determination Checklist (school, agency)
• Compare to student and parent responses 

• Discuss any discrepancies

Process for Implementing Self-Determination Supports

Schools/teachers and 
professionals should also 
assess the student’s self-
determination skills

https://www.imdetermined.org/tool/self-determination-checklist-educator/
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4. Educator/School Self-Determination Needs Assessment (school, agency)
• Identify evidence if providing learning opportunities

• Identify areas of need and create a plan to implement

• Identify curriculum or tools for teaching and assuring outcomes

Process for Implementing Self-Determination Supports

Schools/teachers and 
professionals can assess 
themselves to assure they are 
prepared to educate students 
about self-determination

https://www.imdetermined.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/needs_assessment_tool.pdf
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5. Set and track self-determination goals 
with student (and parent/caregiver) 
(example: Goal Plan from I’m 
Determined)
• Consider goals which might be easiest 

to meet initially (for more immediate 
success)

• Teach skills, model, practice, give 
feedback, measure outputs

• Once met, establish new goals

• Schedule check-ins; let student become 
more involved in leading meetings 
(using skills)

Process for Implementing Self-Determination Supports

I’m Determined 

https://www.imdetermined.org/tool/goal-plan/
https://www.imdetermined.org/tool/elements-of-im-determined/
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Example Goal Plan

Self- 
determination 
goal: take part in 
my IEP

I take part in 
my IEP in 
February 2024 
and talk about 
my strengths 
and needs

1. Make a list of 3 
of my strength- 
and I am good at
2. Make a list of 2 
preferences
3. Make a list of 2-
3 things I'm 
interested in
4. Make a list of 2 
needs I have
(by Jan 20, 2024)

My mom and 
dad

My teacher

My sister 

Max 12.13.23
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IEP Rubric
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I’m Determined

I’m Determined

Educator Pathway to Success

• Series 1–2-minute videos
• Easy to follow site for professionals or families
• Tools and resources are current and engaging

https://www.imdetermined.org/tool/educator-path-to-success/
https://www.imdetermined.org/tool/educator-path-to-success/
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Self-Determination 
Self-Determined Learning Model of Instruction 
(SDLMI), University of Kansas, Beach Center on 
Disability
• Free assessments and curriculum
• Aligns with I’m Determined resources
• Framework supported by research
• Further individualization may be needed 
• Full curriculum
• SD Assessments for students, 

parents/guardians, adults
• Online dashboard

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


65

Best Practice Learning Model

Behavior Skills Training 
(BST) Model-EBP for 
Teaching Skills 
• Teach (explain what needs to be 

done)
• Model (show them how to do it)
• Practice (have them do it)
• Coach (provide feedback and 

guidance through prompts and 
reinforcement)

• I’m Determined uses similar 
approach

Teach

Model

Practice

Coach BST

Parsens et al., 2013
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Self-Determination Interventions & Supports

• Strength-based
• Focus on self-determination
• Meet the person where they 

are versus “fixing” 
• Differentiate teaching
• Presume competence
• Keep expectations high
• Dignity of risk
• Best and research-based  

practice
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Getting Started…
1. Learn about and teach self-determination skills (see 

participant guide)
2. Start with what’s doable

• Select 1-2 students
• Use tools from I’m Determined to assess self-determination
• Select 1-2 reachable self-determination goals  
• Monitor the goals and recognize achievement
• Set new goals

3. Involve ALL students in their IEPs
• May look different for each student
• Increase participation 
• Focus on strengths

4. Work with families on the importance of self-
determination
• Share resources and provide coaching

START HERE
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Take-Aways
• QoL is determined by the individual
• QoL is a reality for ANY person, regardless of disability
• QoL research supports a focus on independence and control of choices 
• QoL can be enhanced through teaching self-determination skills
• Transition programs, supports, and services need to target self-determination 

skills for improved outcomes across settings and enhancing QoL
• Self-determination skills=lifetime skills
• Start now!
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Other Featured Resources 
START iQuest
• Promotes self-advocacy
• Set home and school 

independence goals
• Customize to areas of 

interest
• Promotes collaboration 

with home and school
• Can be used with all 

students (with or without 
ASD)

https://www.gvsu.edu/autismcenter/iquest-216.htm
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Other Featured Resources 
Charting the Life Course (CtLC)
• Framework supported by research
• Trajectory across the lifespan
• Can be used as transition curriculum
• Person-centered
• Tools to consider strengths, interests, 

preferences, and needs; goal setting, 
mapping relationships, life domain vision 
tool, more

• Numerous 1-2 minute videos for 
professionals, individuals, families

• Training available
• Getting Started with LifeCourse 

https://www.lifecoursetools.com/
https://www.lifecoursetools.com/lifecourse-library/foundational-tools/person-centered/
https://www.lifecoursetools.com/lifecourse-learning/getting-started-with-ctlc/
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