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Recognizing that many youth with disabilities lack critical self-determination skills and that such deficits may be a
contributing factor to disappointing postschool outcomes, educators and researchers have called for increased atten-
tion to promoting student self-determination in the early grades. The authors queried 891 elementary and middle
school teachers regarding the extent to which they valued and provided instruction in seven self-determination skill
domains. Educators generally perceived self-determination to be an important curricular priority, and the majority
reported teaching self-determination skills at least sometimes in their classrooms. Special educators’ ratings of over-
all importance were significantly higher than those of general educators. Middle school teachers reported providing
self-determination instruction more frequently than elementary school teachers. These findings lend additional sup-
port to calls for promoting self-determination within the general curriculum in the earlier grades.
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Self-determination has assumed an increasingly
prominent role in discussions of educational poli-

cies, services, and supports for children and youth
with disabilities (Agran & Hughes, 2005; Field &
Hoffman, 2002). Although defined variously across
theoretical orientations (e.g., Deci & Ryan, 2002;
Wehmeyer, Abery, Mithaug, & Stancliffe, 2003), self-
determination typically refers to possessing the skills,
knowledge, and attitudes that enable a person to live
a quality life and assume primary control and respon-
sibility for myriad life activities (Field, Martin,
Miller, Ward, & Wehmeyer, 1998; Wehmeyer, 2005).
Over the past decade, a plethora of empirical studies,
theoretical papers, systematic reviews, and meta-
analyses have explored the self-determination con-
struct and the component skills that may contribute to
self-determined behavior among students receiving
special education services (e.g., Algozzine, Browder,

Karvonen, Test, & Wood, 2001; Carter, Lane, Pierson,
& Glaeser, 2006; Chambers et al., 2007; Lee, Simpson,
& Shogren, 2007; Mooney, Ryan, Uhing, Reid, &
Epstein, 2005; Test, Fowler, Brewer, & Wood, 2005;
Test et al., 2004; Wood, Fowler, Uphold, & Test, 2005).
These efforts are coalescing into a rapidly develop-
ing corpus of research on enhancing student self-
determination. Although this area of research is still
relatively young, there is emerging consensus around
several issues.

First, enhanced self-determination is associated with
improved in- and postschool outcomes. Although
definitive causal evidence is still pending, research
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suggests that the acquisition of self-determination
skills may play a vital role in improving outcomes for
youth and young adults with disabilities, including
enhanced academic performance (Martin et al.,
2003), greater class participation (Gilberts, Agran,
Hughes, & Wehmeyer, 2001), improved employment
status (Wehmeyer & Palmer, 2003), increased post-
secondary involvement (Field, Sarver, & Shaw,
2003), expanded independence (Sowers & Powers,
1995), and enhanced quality of life (Lachapelle et al.,
2005). Recent postschool follow-up studies under-
score the critical need for further developing the
capacity of students with disabilities to engage in
self-determined behavior (Wagner, Newman, Cameto,
Garza, & Levine, 2005; Zigmond, 2006).

Second, self-determination should comprise an
important aspect of educational programming for
students with disabilities. Surveys of special educa-
tors indicate that self-determination is valued highly
as both an instructional emphasis and an educational
outcome (Agran, Snow, & Swaner, 1999; Carter,
Lane, Pierson, & Stang, in press; Mason, Field, &
Sawilowsky, 2004; Thoma, Nathanson, Baker, &
Tamura, 2002). For example, Wehmeyer, Agran, and
Hughes (2000) reported that a national sample of
high school special educators considered each of
seven skills related to self-determination (e.g., deci-
sion making, goal setting, self-management) to con-
stitute moderately to very important instructional
domains. Similarly, parents report taking steps to fos-
ter self-determination among their children with dis-
abilities outside of the school day and broadly
support teaching self-determination skills within the
school curriculum (Carter et al., 2006; Grigal,
Neubert, Moon, & Graham, 2003; Zhang, Wehmeyer,
& Chen, 2005). Unfortunately, students’ individual-
ized educational program goals still fall short of
reflecting fully this emerging curricular emphasis
(Powers et al., 2005; Wehmeyer et al., 2000).

Third, when provided with systematic instruction
and frequent practice opportunities, students with dis-
abilities can acquire the knowledge, skills, and atti-
tudes that contribute to enhanced self-determination.
Recent meta-analytic work attests to the efficacy of
an array of self-determination intervention strategies,
as evidenced by large effect sizes (ESs) across diverse
outcomes (e.g., Algozzine et al., 2001; Reid, Trout, &
Schartz, 2005; Test et al., 2004; Wood et al., 2005).
Although most research has been directed toward
students with cognitive or learning disabilities, evi-
dence for the effectiveness of some self-determination

strategies for youth with emotional disturbance
(Mooney et al., 2005) and autism (Lee et al., 2007) is
accumulating gradually.

Fourth, self-determination instruction should be
infused within the general curriculum. Recent leg-
islative initiatives such as the Individuals With
Disabilities Education Improvement Act (2004) and
the No Child Left Behind Act (2002) challenge edu-
cators to consider the general education classroom as
the primary context for delivering instruction to
students with disabilities (Browder & Spooner, 2006;
Browder, Wakeman, & Flowers, 2006). This instruc-
tional setting is presumed to offer several substantive
benefits, such as more rigorous and relevant curricu-
lum, higher expectations for performance, access to
age-appropriate peer models, and increased account-
ability for student outcomes. Thus, it is critical that
the general education curriculum include instruction
designed to promote self-determination skills.

Fifth, efforts to promote self-determination must
begin much earlier than high school (Chambers et al.,
2007; Eisenman & Chamberlin, 2001). Although
self-determination is most frequently discussed
within the context of youth transition planning, edu-
cators and researchers alike affirm the importance of
laying an early foundation on which self-determination
can incrementally be fostered. This call recognizes
that self-determination is a developmental task, in
which the behaviors and dispositions that contribute
to self-determination develop throughout childhood
and emerge over one’s lifetime (Sands & Doll, 1996;
Wehmeyer & Field, 2007). To adequately equip
students with disabilities with these capacities,
instruction should begin early in the elementary
grades and be characterized as focused, sequenced,
and sustained. Waiting until adolescence simply
means waiting too long. Because substantial numbers
of students with disabilities fail to complete school or
become disengaged at an early age, Eisenman (2007)
suggested that an early emphasis on teaching self-
determination skills may constitute an important
dropout prevention strategy by providing an avenue
to promote school completion.

Although these areas of consensus are promising,
additional research is needed to address several gaps
in this literature. Despite calls to broaden self-
determination instruction across the grade span, the
extent to which educators working with younger
students value and promote component elements of
self-determination in their classrooms remains uncer-
tain. Studies suggest that special educators working
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with younger students may attach less importance to
promoting self-determination. Mason et al. (2004)
reported that relative to middle and high school
teachers, elementary teachers placed less value on
student involvement in individualized educational
program meetings, reported feeling less prepared to
teach self-determination skills, and stated that they
were less likely to provide formal or informal self-
determination instruction. Similarly, Zhang et al.
(2005) suggested that educators’ efforts to promote
self-determination appeared to be somewhat more
prominent at the secondary level. However, definitive
data on the perspectives of early grade educators
remains absent. Research addressing the extent to
which educators working in the early grades (i.e., first
through eighth grade) prioritize self-determination as
an instructional goal and devote instructional time to
this domain would elucidate the opportunities avail-
able for students to acquire and refine skills that pro-
mote self-determined behavior. Such data could lend
additional support for advocates emphasizing an ear-
lier focus on this curricular area.

The perspectives of general educators on this issue
also remain largely unexplored, particularly at the
elementary and middle school levels. Persistent calls
to embed self-determination instruction within the
general curriculum, coupled with placement patterns
indicating that younger students with disabilities
spend a greater percentage of their school day in gen-
eral education classes than high school students (U.S.
Department of Education, 2006), illustrate the neces-
sity of understanding general educators’ view on pro-
moting self-determination. Although Carter et al. (in
press) found that general and special educators at the
high school level shared fairly similar perspectives on
the importance of teaching self-determination, previ-
ous research has not disaggregated the perceptions of
general and special educators at the elementary and
middle school levels (Mason et al., 2004; Thoma
et al., 2002). Because general educators typically
assume primary responsibility for designing and
delivering instruction within inclusive classrooms,
understanding their perspectives is essential when
advocating for intervention efforts in the area of self-
determination.

In this study, we sought to examine the extent to
which opportunities to acquire self-determination
skills exist in the earlier grades across general and
special education classrooms. Specifically, we sought
to answer the following questions: To what extent do

elementary and middle school educators value teaching
each of seven self-determination skills relative to other
instructional priorities in their classrooms? How
much instructional time do these educators devote to
teaching various self-determination skills? Do educa-
tors share similar perspectives on promoting self-
determination across grade levels (i.e., elementary vs.
middle school) and program areas (i.e., general vs.
special education)?

Method

Participants

Participants were 563 elementary and 328 middle
school teachers who provided their views on promot-
ing students’ self-determination skills in their class-
rooms. These educators were predominantly female
(83.8%), held graduate degrees (56.3%), and aver-
aged 12.51 years (SD = 9.43 years) of teaching expe-
rience. The majority of participants (87.9%) taught
within general education classrooms. Additional par-
ticipant characteristics by school level are provided in
Table 1. A χ2 analysis contrasting program type by
gender was not significant, χ2(1, N = 871) = 1.93, p =
.164; nor were differences found in teacher experi-
ence by school level, χ2 (1, N = 891) = 0.07, p = .795.
Consistent with the workforce demographics in the
state, a χ2 analysis contrasting school type by gender
yielded a significant difference, χ2(1, N = 885) =
62.34, p < .001, with a smaller proportion of women
teaching at the middle school level. Because of small
cell sizes, χ2 analyses contrasting program type by
credential status and school type by credential status
were not conducted.

Schools

Participants in this study were employed at 29 ele-
mentary schools and 12 middle schools within six
districts located in a western state. The districts
served between 3,314 and 30,901 students, represent-
ing economically and ethnically diverse suburban and
urban communities. Student enrollment in the ele-
mentary schools ranged from 314 to 976, with an
average student population of 583 (SD = 167).
Student ethnicity across the elementary schools was
42.1% Caucasian (SD = 23.5%, range = 2.9% to 84.0%),
37.3% Hispanic (SD = 27.1%, range = 7.9% to
92.9%), 13.6% Asian American (SD = 15.6, range = 1.3%
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to 68.8%), 3.3% African American (SD = 3.6%, range =
0.9% to 16.9%), and 3.7% other ethnicities (SD =
3.0%, range = 0% to 11.8%). The percentage of ele-
mentary school students receiving free or reduced-
price lunch across schools averaged 30.5% (SD =
27.8%, range = 1.8% to 100%). The percentage of
middle school students receiving free or reduced-
price lunch was slightly lower, averaging 21.6%
(SD = 15.8%, range = 2.9% to 56.4%). Student enroll-
ment in the middle schools ranged from 772 to 1,682,
with an average student population of 1,022 (SD =
246). Student ethnicity across the middle schools was
similarly diverse, with 43.7% Caucasian (SD =
23.7%, range = 14.1% to 81.2%), 34.2% Hispanic
(SD = 24.3%, range = 6.3% to 73.9%), 16.1% Asian
American (SD = 21.2%, range = 1.1% to 68.8%),
2.8% African American (SD = 3.6, range = 1.0% to
13.9%), and 4.8% other ethnicities (SD = 4.2%, range =
2.0% to 17.6%). Although participating schools were
similar in size and poverty status to elementary
schools nationally (Snyder, Dillow, & Hoffman,
2007), a greater proportion of students attending
these schools were Hispanic, and a smaller propor-
tion of students were Caucasian or African American.

Instrument

Teachers were asked to rate the extent to which
they valued and provided instruction in each of seven
self-determination instructional domains: (a) choice
making, (b) decision making, (c) goal setting and
attainment, (d) problem solving, (e) self-advocacy and
leadership skills, (f) self-awareness and self-knowledge,
and (g) self-management and self-regulation skills.
These domains were drawn from a national survey of
high school special educators’ promotion of self-
determination conducted by Wehmeyer et al. (2000).
Each item included a brief example of instructional
activities that represent the domain. For example, the
phrase “Teaching students to identify interests,
express preferences, and make choices; structuring
instructional activities to provide students the oppor-
tunity to select preference” was listed below the
“choice making” item. Item wordings, examples, and
scale anchors were identical to those included in
Wehmeyer et al.’s survey. First, educators rated the
importance of teaching each skill domain relative to
other instructional priorities in their classroom. Each
item was rated on a 6-point, Likert-type scale ranging

Table 1
Participant Characteristics

Elementary (n = 563) Middle (n = 328) Combined (N = 891)

% n % n % n

Gender
Female 91.27 512 70.99 230 83.84 885
Male 8.73 49 29.01 94 16.16 143

Ethnicity
Asian American 6.39 35 6.67 21 6.49 56
African American 1.82 10 3.17 10 2.32 20
Caucasian 81.20 445 74.92 236 78.91 681
Hispanic 7.30 40 11.11 35 8.69 75
Native American 0.18 1 0.63 2 0.35 3
Other ethnicities 3.10 17 3.49 11 3.24 28

Type of program
General education 89.53 496 85.00 272 87.87 768
Special education 10.47 58 15.00 48 12.13 106

Credential status
Certified 98.92 556 99.69 321 99.20 877
Emergency credential 1.08 6 0.31 1 0.80 7

Highest degree
Bachelor’s 45.37 255 40.74 132 43.68 387
Master’s 54.63 307 59.26 192 56.32 495

Teaching experience
Novice (<5 years) 28.60 161 27.74 91 28.28 252
Experienced (≥5 years) 71.40 402 72.26 237 71.72 639

Note: Percentages are based on the number of participants who completed the given item.
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from low (1) to high (6). Next, educators rated how
often they taught each skill in their classroom, rating
each item on a 6-point, Likert-type scale ranging
from never (1) to often (6). This second response
dimension, which was not included in Wehmeyer et
al.’s original survey, asked teachers to estimate the
amount of instructional time they devoted to each
instructional domain. No specific reference to
students’ disability status was provided on the ques-
tionnaire; rather, respondents were simply asked to
rate items in relation to their own classrooms. The
instrument had strong internal consistency, with coef-
ficient α reliabilities computed on the current sample
of .83 and .81 for the importance and instruction
dimensions of the scale, respectively. Both estimates
exceeded the recommended value of .70 (Nunnally &
Bernstein, 1994). Finally, educators reported basic
demographic information (i.e., gender, ethnicity,
years of teaching experience, and credentials held)
and provided information about their current instruc-
tional responsibilities (i.e., program type and current
classes).

Procedures

The data analyzed in this study were collected as
part of a larger investigation of educators’ perceptions
of instructional priorities for students in their class-
rooms (Carter et al., in press; Lane, Pierson, Stang, &
Carter, 2008). Eight ethnically and economically
diverse school districts were randomly selected from
among all districts located in the southern region of
the state. Two districts declined participation, citing
competing commitments and time constraints that
would make study participation unfeasible during the
proposed time frame. Of the six participating dis-
tricts, three were composed exclusively of elementary
and middle schools (i.e., K-6 or K-8), and three were
unified school districts (i.e., K-12). Principals in each
of the 13 middle schools and 58 elementary schools
constituting these six districts were invited to partici-
pate. Of the 13 middle school and 39 elementary
school principals who responded, 92.3% (n = 12) and
74.4% (n = 29), respectively, agreed to participate.
Those who declined cited time constraints that pre-
cluded their involvement during the semester in
which the study took place.

Two of the researchers attended schoolwide fac-
ulty meetings at participating schools throughout the
spring semester to provide educators with a verbal
and written overview of the research study, obtain
consent to participate, and distribute questionnaires.

Educators filled out the anonymous questionnaires
individually (completion time ranged from 15 to 20
minutes) and placed them in a secure, slotted box
upon completion. Six principals requested that their
staff members individually complete the question-
naires outside of the designated faculty meetings,
returning them to sealed boxes located in the schools’
offices at their convenience. Participation rates for
elementary and middle schools were comparable,
averaging 77.0% (SD = 18.7%, range = 29.0% to
100%) and 76.5% (SD = 22.2%, range = 11.1% to
93.3%), respectively. Data were entered by four grad-
uate students pursuing degrees in special education.
The fidelity of data entry was assessed for 25% of the
questionnaires; any data entry errors were noted and
corrected.

Questionnaires were excluded if respondents omit-
ted more than 2 of the 14 self-determination question-
naire items. Furthermore, questionnaires completed
by persons with positions other than general or special
educators (e.g., reading specialists, related service
providers) were not analyzed. Thus, of the original
606 elementary and 365 middle school teachers who
completed questionnaires, we analyzed data for 563
elementary and 328 middle school teachers.

Experimental Design and Statistical Analysis

Descriptive statistics were used to summarize rat-
ings of importance and actual instruction across all
respondents. The experimental design was a 2 × 2
factorial design. Two 2 × 2 analyses of variance
(ANOVAs) were computed, with grade level (ele-
mentary vs. middle school educators) and program
type (general vs. special educators) as between-
groups factors. For the purposes of this analysis, two
composite scores were created: one for the impor-
tance of teaching self-determination skills (impor-
tance) and a second for the actual instructional time
devoted to teaching self-determination skills (actual
instructional time). Composite score values ranged
from 7 to 42, with higher scores indicating either
greater importance or more actual instructional time.
These composite scores were created because item-
level analyses would necessitate in excess of 28 com-
parisons. Interaction terms (Grade Level × Program
Type) were examined first. Statistically significant
interactions were followed by tests of simple effects.
If the interaction was not statistically significant, main
effects were examined. Because each factor contained
only two levels, multiple comparisons were not
required. Values were not imputed for the relatively
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small percentage (i.e., 3%) of surveys on which respon-
dents failed to rate one of the questionnaire items.

Results

Overall Ratings of Importance
and Actual Instruction

Collectively, elementary and middle school
teachers generally attributed moderate to high levels
of importance to each of the seven self-determination
domains (see Table 2), with average ratings exceeding
the midpoint of the scale for all items. More than half
of educators rated problem solving, self-management
and self-regulation, decision making, goal setting and
attainment, and self-awareness and self-knowledge as
very important (i.e., ratings of 5 or 6) relative to other
instructional priorities in their classrooms. The major-
ity of educators reported that they at least sometimes

taught each of the seven self-determination skills in
their classrooms. Problem solving and self-management
and self-regulation were the only domains that more
than half of the educators reported often teaching (i.e.,
ratings of 5 or 6) in their classrooms. Self-advocacy
and leadership and self-awareness and self-knowledge
were the least frequently taught self-determination
skills. Figure 1 displays average ratings of item impor-
tance and actual instruction separately for general and
special educators.

Importance of Self-Determination Skills

The findings of the first two-way ANOVA with
two between-groups factors (grade level taught and
program type) revealed that the Grade Level ×
Program Type interaction was not significant, F(1,
862) = 2.91, p = .088 (see Table 3). The main effect
of grade level taught was not significant, F(1, 862) =
0.82, p = .366, ES = 0.07, indicating that elementary

Table 2
Overall Ratings of Skill Importance and Reported Instruction

Importance (% ranking) Instruction (% ranking)

1 or 2 3 or 4 5 or 6 1 or 2 3 or 4 5 or 6 
Domain (low) (moderate) (high) M (SD) (never) (sometimes) (often) M (SD)

Problem solving
Elementary 0.9 16.4 82.7 5.23 (0.87) 2.7 32.0 65.4 4.80 (1.05)
Middle 2.8 19.7 77.5 5.07 (1.04) 4.9 34.8 60.3 4.67 (1.17)
Combined 1.6 17.6 80.8 5.17 (0.94) 3.5 33.0 66.5 4.76 (1.09)

Self-management
Elementary 5.3 29.5 65.1 4.77 (1.23) 10.1 41.5 48.4 4.33 (1.33)
Middle 3.1 27.1 69.8 4.91 (1.08) 8.9 34.5 56.6 4.51 (1.29)
Combined 4.5 28.6 66.9 4.82 (1.18) 9.7 38.9 51.4 4.40 (1.32)

Decision making
Elementary 5.7 37.3 57.0 4.55 (1.19) 9.6 52.5 37.9 4.09 (1.20)
Middle 5.8 35.9 58.3 4.64 (1.20) 8.9 43.4 47.7 4.31 (1.28)
Combined 5.7 36.8 57.5 4.59 (1.19) 9.4 49.2 41.5 4.17 (1.24)

Goal setting
Elementary 8.0 42.1 49.9 4.40 (1.24) 18.2 53.0 28.8 3.76 (1.30)
Middle 4.3 28.2 67.5 4.79 (1.15) 10.2 45.2 44.6 4.27 (1.29)
Combined 6.6 37.0 56.4 4.54 (1.22) 15.2 50.2 34.6 3.95 (1.32)

Self-awareness
Elementary 5.5 45.5 40.0 4.37 (1.16) 13.7 54.5 31.8 3.85 (1.25)
Middle 5.3 39.3 55.5 4.53 (1.14) 13.9 47.1 39.1 4.06 (1.26)
Combined 5.4 43.2 51.4 4.43 (1.16) 13.7 51.8 35.5 3.93 (1.26)

Choice making
Elementary 6.2 42.6 51.2 4.42 (1.15) 11.1 49.0 39.9 4.12 (1.24)
Middle 8.5 44.5 47.0 4.30 (1.28) 13.2 46.2 40.7 4.09 (1.35)
Combined 7.1 43.4 49.6 4.38 (1.20) 11.8 48.2 40.2 4.11 (1.28)

Self-advocacy
Elementary 6.4 44.7 48.9 4.37 (1.15) 13.1 55.2 31.6 3.89 (1.19)
Middle 8.6 47.9 43.6 4.28 (1.25) 15.4 51.9 32.7 3.88 (1.33)
Combined 7.2 45.8 47.0 4.34 (1.19) 14.0 54.0 32.0 3.89 (1.24)
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and middle school educators held similar views
regarding the relative importance of teaching self-
determination skills, with respective mean scores of
32.07 (SD = 5.78) and 32.50 (SD = 5.75). The main
effect of program type was significant, F(1, 862) =
5.83, p = .016, ES = 0.25, indicating that general educa-
tors (M = 32.05, SD = 5.71) viewed self-determination
skills as less important than did special educators
(M = 33.50, SD = 6.04).

Instruction in Self-Determination Skills

The findings of the second two-way ANOVA with
two between-groups factors (grade level taught and
program type) revealed that the Grade Level Taught ×
Program Type interaction was not significant, F(1,
862) = 1.15, p = .284 (see Table 3). The main effect of

grade level taught was significant, F(1, 862) = 4.72,
p = .030, ES = 0.16, indicating that middle school edu-
cators (M = 29.83, SD = 6.17) reported providing self-
determination instruction with greater frequency than
elementary school educators (M = 28.88, SD = 5.97).
The main effect of program type was not significant,
F(1, 62) = 0.08, p = .770, ES = 0.09. General and spe-
cial educators reported providing similar levels of
instruction in self-determination, with respective mean
scores of 29.16 (SD = 6.01) and 29.71 (SD = 6.42).

Discussion

Recent glimpses into the postschool experiences of
young adults with disabilities continue to challenge
schools to better equip students for life after high
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General Versus Special Educators’ Ratings of Importance and Actual Instruction
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school. Recognizing that many youth with disabilities
lack critical self-determination skills (Cameto,
Levine, Wagner, & Marder, 2003; Carter et al., 2006)
and that such deficits may be a contributing factor to
disappointing postschool outcomes, educators and
researchers alike have called for an earlier start to
efforts to promote self-determination (Eisenman,
2007; Sands & Doll, 1996). Such calls, however, are
predicated on the assumption that educators at the
elementary and middle school levels recognize the
value of promoting these skills and regularly address
these skills in their classrooms. This study is the
first to provide empirical evidence in support of this
presumption.

This study extends the field’s understanding of self-
determination in several ways. First, little is known
about the importance educators place on promoting
self-determination among children prior to their entry
into high school. Empirical research in this area has
been directed largely toward transition-age youth
(Carter et al., in press; Wehmeyer et al., 2000), with
limited exploration of self-determination as a curricu-
lar priority earlier in the grade span. We found that
elementary and middle school educators placed fairly
high value on teaching an array of skills that are
presumed to promote self-determination. Indeed,
fewer than 8% of educators rated any of the seven
self-determination domains as having limited impor-
tance. This broad affirmation of the importance of
these skills is promising and serves as an endorsement
of the relevance of self-determination as a priority
focus within the elementary and middle school curric-
ula. For educators advocating an earlier emphasis on
cultivating self-determination skills among students
with disabilities, these findings may strengthen their
calls for directing more focused efforts toward pro-
moting self-determination at an early age.

Among elementary and middle school educators,
we found that the most important instructional
domain was judged to be problem solving, followed

by self-management and self-regulation, decision
making, and goal setting. Such findings are not sur-
prising, as each of these skills appears to have broad
applicability across diverse curricular areas (e.g., lan-
guage arts, math, science; Wehmeyer & Agran, 2006;
Wehmeyer & Field, 2007), as well as relevance for
use within an array of school, home, and community
settings. Self-advocacy and self-awareness, although
still judged to be somewhat important, may have
greater relevance within a narrower range of school
contexts, such as during educational planning meet-
ings or within the context of peer interactions. It
should be noted, however, that the range in average
scores across all seven instructional domains was
somewhat narrow (approximately .85), suggesting
that these domains were viewed fairly similarly by
educators.

Second, high ratings of self-determination domain
importance do not necessarily translate seamlessly
into increased opportunities to acquire and practice
self-determination skills within the classroom.
Although more than half of educators reported fre-
quently providing instruction to students in the areas
of problem solving and self-management and self-
regulation, the remaining domains were generally
described as being less often addressed in their class-
room. Such findings are still promising, however,
because very few (less than 3%) elementary and mid-
dle school educators reported that they never pro-
vided instruction in each of the areas, and the large
majority reported at least sometimes providing
instruction. The variability in the extent to which edu-
cators reported providing instruction suggests that
students with and without disabilities may have
greater opportunities to acquire and refine some self-
determination skills relative to others (e.g., self-
awareness, self-advocacy). This variability should
serve as a catalyst for researchers to explore further
the following questions: What factors account for
why teachers direct more instructional time to certain

Table 3
Respondent Ratings: Mean (SD) Score Comparisons

Elementary School Middle School

General Educators (n = 492) Special Educators (n = 57) General Educators (n = 269) Special Educators (n = 48)

Dimension
Importance 32.02 (5.67) 32.51 (6.63) 32.16 (5.78) 34.67 (5.06)
Instruction 28.89 (5.89) 28.75 (6.69) 29.64 (6.21) 30.87 (5.94)

Note: Means and standard deviations were computed for the number of respondents who completed each item.
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self-determination domains relative to others?
Conversely, why do some self-determination domains
receive more instructional attention from some
teachers, but not others?

Discrepancies between evaluations of importance
and actual instruction are not surprising in light of
previous research conducted at the secondary level
(e.g., Agran et al., 1999; Grigal et al., 2003;
Wehmeyer et al., 2000). Certainly, the extent to which
educators value a particular instructional domain
influences the extent to which they allocate instruc-
tional time to that area within their own classrooms.
Although typically a necessary prerequisite, per-
ceived importance clearly is not the only factor that
influences actual instructional practices. Several
other factors may influence whether instructional
time mirrors the high evaluations of importance
attributed by teachers. For example, teachers have
cited limited professional development and training
opportunities, competing instructional demands,
insufficient resources (e.g., curricular or assessment
materials), student resistance, and limited administra-
tor support as salient barriers to providing instruction
related to self-determination (e.g., Karvonen, Test,
Wood, Browder, & Algozzine, 2004; Thoma et al.,
2002; Wehmeyer et al., 2000). Furthermore, the rela-
tive infancy of this area of research means that there
still exists somewhat limited evidence of instructional
strategy effectiveness at the elementary and middle
school level.

Third, changing expectations for where students
with disabilities should receive educational services
and supports highlight the importance of understand-
ing both general and special educators’ views on pro-
moting self-determination. Although recent mandates
for access to the general curriculum (e.g., Individuals
With Disabilities Education Improvement Act, 2004;
No Child Left Behind Act, 2002) emphasize the gen-
eral education classroom as the instructional context
of choice, most students with disabilities spend at
least a portion of their day in both general and special
education classrooms (U.S. Department of Education,
2006). Although most teachers’ ratings of self-
determination importance were fairly high, we found
that special educators’ composite ratings were signif-
icantly higher relative to general educators’ ratings.
This finding likely reflects differences in the student
populations that constitute each group of educators’
classrooms. Research suggests that many students
with disabilities show substantial deficits in the area
of self-determination (e.g., Cameto et al., 2003;

Carter et al., 2006) and that these students’ capacities
to engage in self-determined behavior may be substan-
tially lower than those of their peers without disabili-
ties (Mithaug, Campeau, & Wolman, 2003). Thus,
special educators’ ratings of greater instructional prior-
ity may reflect their recognition of the presence of
greater self-determination skill deficits among the
students with whom they spend the most time.

In contrast, similar opportunities to receive self-
determination skill instruction were found to be avail-
able across both general and special education
classrooms. The potential availability for consistent
opportunities to receive instruction in the area of self-
determination across the school day is particularly
promising, because students with disabilities often
require both frequent and sustained opportunities to
acquire, refine, and maintain new skills. Initially, our
findings may seem to diverge somewhat from Zhang
(2001), who found that high school students with
mild intellectual disabilities showed higher levels of
self-determination in self-contained classrooms. Yet
unexplored in our study was the extent to which
students with disabilities were able to fully access
and benefit from these reported learning opportuni-
ties. As with other aspects of the general curriculum,
simple exposure to common instruction is necessary,
but not sufficient, to promote meaningful engagement
during learning opportunities.

Fourth, we found that elementary and middle
school teachers both affirmed the overall impor-
tance of self-determination as a curricular priority.
These similarities were somewhat unexpected, because
we anticipated that educators at the elementary and
middle school levels might diverge substantially in
their ratings of importance (cf. Mason et al., 2004;
Zhang et al., 2005). Such consistency across the
grade span affirms self-determination as a develop-
mental task and suggests that efforts to promote self-
determination at earlier ages might be well received.

Educators at the middle school level, however,
reported devoting significantly more instructional
time to this curricular area. This finding corresponds
with the greater emphasis on self-determination evi-
dent in the secondary literature. Although instruction
in component self-determination skills clearly was
evident across both elementary and middle school levels,
the nature of actual instruction provided to children
quite likely differs across the grade span. We did not
attempt, however, to capture differences in the specific
strategies used to teach various self-determination
skills. Children of different ages vary in their capacities
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to acquire specific skills. Future research should explore
how instructional goals, materials, activities, and pro-
cedures can be adapted effectively for younger
children to reflect their capacities, needs, interests,
and instructional contexts. Several authors have sug-
gested potential age-referenced instructional activi-
ties (Erwin & Brown, 2003; Sands & Wehmeyer,
1996; Wehmeyer & Field, 2007) to illustrate how
self-determination skills might be fostered across the
grade span.

Limitations

Future research should address several limitations
of this study. First, we asked educators to evaluate
their promotion of self-determination skills while
broadly referencing their classrooms. Within hetero-
geneous classrooms, however, general educators may
hold divergent expectations for students experiencing
different disabilities or support needs (e.g., Carter &
Hughes, 2006). We did not query educators about
whether and how their curricular priorities might be
influenced by the diverse needs and characteristics of
students in their classroom, nor did we explore
whether and how they allocated instructional time for
different students. Wehmeyer et al. (2000) found that
high school special educators serving students with
severe disabilities held significantly different self-
determination priorities than those educators who
worked with students with mild disabilities. Future
research should investigate the extent to which ele-
mentary and middle school educators perceive spe-
cific self-determination skills to have greater
relevance for students with different disabilities (e.g.,
self-management for students with emotional distur-
bance, choice making for students with significant
intellectual disabilities). In addition, the specific
instructional or curricular strategies that educators
use to teach these self-determination skills to students
in their classrooms should be documented.

Second, the extent to which educators value and
promote self-determination in their classrooms may
be influenced by additional factors beyond school
level, program area, and teacher demographic vari-
ables (e.g., gender, teaching experience). For
example, research indicates that educators report var-
ied degrees of exposure to preservice training and
professional development opportunities in the area of
self-determination (Thoma et al., 2002; Wehmeyer et
al., 2000) and that these experiences are likely to
influence the value that educators place on fostering

student self-determination. Similarly, schoolwide
efforts to promote social competence, behavioral suc-
cess, and academic learning (e.g., positive behavior
supports) often incorporate self-determination strate-
gies such as decision making, problem solving, and
self-management into their programs (Sugai, Horner,
& Gresham, 2002; Turnbull et al., 2002). Future
research should examine the role that educators’ prior
training plays in determining instructional priorities
in this area, as well as the extent to which program-
matic efforts to promote self-determined behavior are
being implemented in schools.

Third, although the perspectives of both general
and special educators were captured in this study, the
views of paraprofessionals were not sought. Parapro-
fessionals serve as direct support providers for
increasing numbers of students with disabilities, par-
ticularly students with intellectual disabilities, autism,
and other developmental disabilities (Giangreco &
Broer, 2005). The prominent role paraprofessionals
play in educating students with disabilities, coupled
with concerns about the extent to which such individ-
ually assigned support might inadvertently hinder self-
determination (Giangreco, Halvorsen, Doyle, &
Broer, 2004), highlights the need for additional
research aimed at understanding the efforts of para-
professionals to foster self-determined behavior.

Fourth, we found that educators across the grade
span reported providing self-determination instruc-
tion sometimes too often in their classrooms. Yet we
did not seek to document the specific instructional
approaches they used, nor can we characterize the
effectiveness of the strategies these educators used.
Indeed, relatively few self-determination intervention
studies have been conducted at the elementary level
(e.g., Hoff & DuPaul, 1998; Palmer & Wehmyer,
2003). For example, less than one fifth of the inter-
ventions reviewed by Algozzine et al. (2001) focused
on elementary and middle school students with
disabilities. Affirmation of the importance of self-
determination is essential, but educators will require
evidence-based instructional strategies to promote and
support improvements in student self-determination
skills. Future research should systematically replicate
and extend downward those strategies found to be
effective with transition-age youth with disabilities.
Because the need for additional training is a recurring
theme of research involving special educators (Mason
et al., 2004; Thoma et al., 2004; Wehmeyer et al.,
2000), similar training efforts may need to be directed
toward general educators to equip them to effectively
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differentiate self-determination instruction for all
students within their classrooms.

Finally, consistent with investigations of teachers’
expectations of student behavior (Kerr & Zigmond,
1986; Lane, Pierson, & Givner, 2004), data were
collected using teacher-report techniques and were not
substantiated with direct observations. Although
teachers indicated that self-determination skills were
both important and addressed with some regularity, this
information was not verified with direct observations. It
is possible that teacher ratings may have been some-
what inflated because of social desirability factors (Lane
et al., 2004). In this study, we did not ask teachers to pro-
vide ratings that were anchored against other instruc-
tional priorities. Therefore, to more closely analyze how
teachers prioritize their instructional decisions, future
researchers should use forced-choice response formats
in which teachers are asked to rank-order specific
instructional priorities that they have for their classroom.

Despite these limitations, this study provides an
important initial glimpse into elementary and middle
school teachers’ perceptions of self-determination
skills. Is self-determination valued as an instructional
priority in the early grades? Do general educators
affirm the importance of equipping all students to be
self-determined? Is the general curriculum a promising
place to address promoting self-determination? Our
findings suggest affirmative answers to these ques-
tions. Future research is necessary to assess the gener-
alizability of these findings and to move this line of
inquiry forward, with the goal of even better preparing
students—all students—for an ever changing world
with increasingly diverse demands (Lane, 2007).
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