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ABSTRACT

Purpose: The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of I'm
Determined youth leaders with learning disability who have enrolled in higher
education within 1 year of graduating high school to better understand if and
how their experience participating in the I’m Determined project led to their par-
ticipation in their Individualized Education Program (IEP) meetings.

Method: The intent of the narrative inquiry methodology applied to this study
was to create a unified story of collective experiences that described or
explained the factors leading to participation in their IEP meeting. Although each
of the eight narratives is unique to the individual, common themes emerged that
were reflected in the literature and consistent across the time continuum of life
before and life during participation in I’'m Determined.

Results: One experience that was consistent was the importance of participat-
ing in and leading their IEP meeting. A narrative timeline led to our findings pre-
sented here within a continuum of experiences before and during participation
in I’'m Determined. We made the decision to present the findings in such a way
that highlights common themes specific to IEP participation across moments in
time while honoring individual narratives through supportive text from the data.
This is a study of people’s perceptions of their experiences best told by direct
quotes from the participants. The |IEP experience is just one component of the
self-determination experience.

Conclusions: This study provided insight into the educational experiences of
the eight I'm Determined youth leader participants and examined the impor-
tance of both their participation in I’'m Determined and the development of self-
determination skills deemed essential to participate and lead their IEP meeting.
Their unique perspective documented in this study served to both inform and
push the field forward.

The negative correlation in postschool outcomes for
students with disabilities compared to their nondisabled
peers has been a topic of conversation since the 1980s
(Halpern, 1985). The disparity was significant enough that
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transition services were mandated by federal law with the
revision of Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
(IDEA) in 1990 (Kohler & Field, 2003; Landmark &
Zhang, 2013). This revision defined transition services as a
coordinated set of activities designed to be a results-
oriented process that is focused on improving the aca-
demic and functional achievement of the student and facil-
itate movement from school to postschool activities (i.e.,
education, employment, and independent living) and man-
dated that students’ preferences, interests, and needs
informed the development of the transition plan (Kohler
& Field, 2003; Wei et al., 2016). The 1997 amendments to
IDEA were significant with respect to postsecondary out-
comes. The age of mandated transition services was
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reduced from 16 to 14 years and included an additional
parameter that the student’s educational plan, including
their course of study, must align with their postsecondary
goals. The intent was to coordinate the transition activities
in a meaningful sequence. Additionally, students were
invited to actively participate in their transition planning
and Individualized Education Program (IEP) meetings,
thus paving the way for the justification of teaching self-
determination skills to students with disabilities (Kohler &
Field, 2003; Landmark & Zhang, 2013; Wei et al., 2016).

The 2004 amendments, dubbed the IDEA, moved
the mandated age for a transition plan back to 16 years
but, for the first time, added the requirement to invite
the student to any IEP meeting where postsecondary
goals were on the agenda (Wei et al., 2016). The heavy
focus on compliance regarding transition planning was
cemented with this latest, and most recent, revision of
IDEA as was the importance of including student voice;
student participation; and a clear, coordinated link from
transition services to postschool outcomes via the IEP.
The law clearly mandated compliance through the new
amendments.

However, history has demonstrated that compli-
ance does not always equal results. Meeting the legal
requirements of transition services as dictated by federal
law does not ensure positive postsecondary outcomes for
students with disabilities (DeFur, 2003). Most of the dis-
connect emanates from either students not receiving ser-
vices detailed in the transition plan of the IEP or poorly
written transition plans that contain vague goals, no coor-
dinating activities, and no connection to the students’ post-
secondary aspirations (DeFur, 2003; Landmark & Zhang,
2013). The collection of barriers, including low expecta-
tions, lack of instructional rigor, lack of IEP participation,
and disability awareness, further exacerbates the opportuni-
ties for success at all levels for students with disabilities
(Cumming & Smedley, 2016; McCall, 2015; Newman
et al., 2016). Despite the identification of these evidence-
based practices, teachers still use secondary transition
practices that have little to no evidence base (Rowe
et al., 2015). The move from compliance to results-driven
accountability, while not mutually exclusive, necessi-
tates a true individualized approach to transition plan-
ning with an eye on the student’s postschool goals.
States have struggled making the transition from a
compliance focus to an outcome focus (Morningstar
et al., 2017; Newman et al., 2016; Williamson et al.,
2010). This study examined the steps the Virginia
Department of Education has taken to make this transi-
tion and ultimately provide students with disabilities
the support they need to meaningfully participate in
their IEP meetings and achieve successful postsecondary
outcomes.

Student-Led IEPs

An IEP is a document that is developed for students
who qualify for special education services. The Virginia
Department of Education defines an IEP as a “written
statement designed to meet a student’s unique needs” that
is important for “students with disabilities and for those
who are involved in educating them” (Virginia Depart-
ment of Education, 2023). Stakeholders, including the stu-
dent, educators, administrators, related service personnel,
and family members, meet annually to review student
progress and discuss future instruction. During the meet-
ing, the IEP team members collaborate to create the IEP
document that describes the student’s present level of per-
formance, identifies needed accommodations, and specifies
goals that address student needs.

The IDEA (2006) requires that students be invited to
their annual TEP meetings beginning at the age of 14 years.
While IDEA suggests that students with disabilities begin
participating in their IEP meetings at an even younger age,
research indicates that active student involvement prior to
the age of 14 years is not the norm (Cavendish & Connor,
2018; Chandroo et al., 2018). Many students who attend
their IEP meetings assume a passive role. The Office of
State Superintendents of Education (2014) measured the
amount of time that IEP team members spent talking dur-
ing meetings. It was noted that students, on average, talked
for a mere 3% of the meeting time; special educators
(55%), general educators (19%), and family members (16%)
did most of the talking.

Student Participation

Students with disabilities may be relegated to passive
roles during their IEP meetings because they are not pre-
pared to assume leadership. Some students lack the neces-
sary self-determination and communication skills to take
on leadership roles (Davis & Cumming, 2019). In some
cases, special educators reported deficits in their own abili-
ties to teach these skills, due to either a lack of preservice
training (Benitez et al., 2009; Cho et al., 2011) or a lack
of time and resources to provide adequate instruction
(Lubbers et al., 2008).

While inviting a student with a disability to their IEP
meeting may satisfy matters of compliance, mere physical
presence is not enough. Students participating in (and lead-
ing) their IEP meeting has significant benefits for the stu-
dent, their families, and their educators. Inviting the student
to participate in the meeting allows them to have a voice in
their own education and empowers them to take ownership
of their learning (Biegun et al., 2020; Sanderson &
Goldman, 2022). Students who are involved in the IEP pro-
cess have IEPs that are more specific, measurable, and rele-
vant to their individual needs (Lloyd, 2009).
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Students who are actively involved with planning
their IEP have increased self-determination skills (Arndt
et al.,, 2006; Howard et al., 2021; Papay & Bambara,
2014) and a better understanding of their disability
(Branding et al., 2009). Mason et al. (2004) found that
students who led their IEP meetings were more likely to
understand their disability rights and were more confident
in advocating for themselves. The annual meeting offers a
forum for students to practice decision making, self-
advocacy, and authentic communication (Biegun et al.,
2020; Wehmeyer & Schwartz, 1997). Furthermore, a stu-
dent who is encouraged to exert influence during the
meeting may learn that their voice matters and that the
IEP process is something that is done with them, rather
than for them.

Meeting Description

What student-led TEPs look like is influenced by the
student’s individual strengths, preferences, interests, and
needs. In some instances, students begin by introducing
themselves and other members of the team. In other
instances, students lead the whole meeting and provide
prepared resources that educate the IEP team on accom-
modations and goals. The Student-Led IEP Rubric (see
Appendix B) exists as a resource to gauge the degree of
IEP awareness, participation, and social skills that could
be practiced enhancing student voice and engagement.
There are six categories in this rubric that are essential to
creating conditions for a well-designed student-led TEP pro-
cess: (a) IEP awareness, (b) IEP participation, (c) knowl-
edge of IEP, (d) abilities and disabilities, (¢) knowledge of
rights and responsibilities, and (f) social and communica-
tion skills. Depending on how students self-evaluate them-
selves, there are many practice implications that might be
considered. For example, a student might score a Level 3
in the category of knowledge of IEP and reference that
they “don’t have a voice in developing accommodations
and goals.” If this type of situation coexists with a Level 1
score in the category of social and communication, where a
student says, “I don’t know how to interact with others in
my IEP meeting,” there are natural opportunities to utilize
IMD (I'm Determined) resources. Students could prepare a
One-Pager to share their strengths, preferences, interests, and
needs. If the student is resistant to in-person interactions, a
valuable alternative is for students to prepare video record-
ings to be shared at the IEP meeting. This example is one of
many that demonstrate that the design of student-led IEPs
should always account for existing competencies and capa-
bilities. The student-led IEP rubric is a starting point to con-
sider individual strengths and strategies that develop any one
of the rubric categories. Speech-language pathologists (SLPs)
and educators can use this rubric as an informal assessment
to gauge what students know and what contributions they
are prepared to share in the IEP process. The rubric can also

function as a goal setting tool, by which students can set
goals to improve one or more of the categories.

SLP’s Role

The role of the SLP in increasing participation in
IEP meetings is critical. The SLP is a key player and IEP
team member of students with language-based learning
disabilities (LDs). The SLP can start working with the stu-
dent on self-determination skills during the elementary
years through disability awareness and informal assessments
to help the student develop and articulate their strengths,
preferences, interests, and needs (Collins & Wolter, 2018).
This skill development not only lays the foundation for
effective communication skills but also develops the reper-
toire necessary to participate in the IEP meeting. The
SLP is often an underused asset when creating postsec-
ondary transition plans, developing self-determination
skills, and fostering IEP involvement due to limited pre-
service preparation on how to implement these essential
elements (Perryman et al., 2020). Considering speech-
language impairment is one of the most common disability
categories, leveraging their skill set to increase both self-
determined behavior and IEP involvement is important.

I’m Determined Project

In 2004, the Governor’s Office tasked the Virginia
Department of Education with developing a program that
addressed the inequities in postschool outcomes of stu-
dents with disabilities compared to their nondisabled
peers, resulting in the creation of the I'm Determined pro-
ject. Core components of the program include explicit
instruction, peer modeling, and opportunities to practice
skills associated with self-determined behavior in a con-
trolled environment to build competence (Shogren et al.,
2015). Explicit instruction is focused on applying the Ele-
ments of I'm Determined (see Figure 1) to real-world situa-
tions. A family component of the project focuses on the
same components to ensure consistency across environ-
ments and maximize opportunities to practice self-
determined behaviors.

The pinnacle of the I'm Determined project is the
point when the student, educator, and guardian(s) see how
the development of these skills leads to improved aca-
demic and personal outcomes. This project facilitates
youth with disabilities to undertake a measure of control
in their lives, helping to set and steer the course of their
educational journey (Moore & McNaught, 2014).

The I'm Determined team is composed of university
faculty working for the Training and Technical Assistance
Centers (TTACs) and transition-aged youth with disabil-
ities from across Virginia. The team is structured into geo-
graphic regions encompassing six public universities.
TTAC faculty (called Determinators) are paired with
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Figure 1. Elements of I’'m Determined. Reprinted with permission.
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own life.
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transition-aged youth leaders (five per university) and are
tasked with providing professional development to youth
with disabilities, educators, and families. The youth leaders,
in consultation with the Determinators, also plan and facili-
tate the annual 3-day I'm Determined Youth and Family
Summit at James Madison University as well as the smaller
regional Echo Events (McNaught & Pope 2022).

Youth leaders are selected through an application
process and must have demonstrated leadership potential
as measured by their participation in at least one Youth
and Family Summit. The project uses the acronym
TRACK (team-oriented, responsive, attentive, career/

college and community-oriented, kindness) to both assess
potential leaders and evaluate current leaders at the end
of every year. Youth remain in their leadership role
through the age of 22 years contingent upon successful
yearly TRACK evaluations (McNaught & Pope, 2022).

As leaders, youth are required to participate in two
multiday face-to-face training sessions per year and
monthly web-based calls focusing on the core components
of self-determination, including decision making, goal set-
ting, self-advocacy, and problem solving (Moore &
McNaught, 2014). The multiday training is delivered by
Determinators and veteran youth leaders. Topics include
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disability awareness, dealing with barriers (internal and
external), high expectations, and IEP participation. The
training focuses on the three I'm Determined tools: One-
Pager (autonomy), the Goal Plan (relatedness), and the
Good Day Plan (competence) and how each tool helps with
creating and communicating about your IEP (see Appendix
A). The monthly calls, facilitated by Determinators explore
a specific component of self-determination and apply it to
current issues youth leaders are experiencing.

The I'm Determined project’s activities and tools are
grounded in the tenets of self-determination theory (SDT).
SDT is widely accepted as the foundational blueprint for
supporting self-determined behaviors through autonomy,
competence, and relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2000; Shogren
et al., 2015). Numerous studies link autonomy, competence,
and relatedness as the causal factors leading to increased
self-determined behaviors (Sun et al., 2017; Vansteenkiste
et al., 2018; Wisniewski et al., 2018). Higher levels of self-
determination have been linked to positive postschool out-
comes for students with disabilities, including enrollment
in higher education (Eisenman & Chamberlin, 2001;
Madaus et al., 2021; Showers & Kinsman, 2017). Using
the theoretical framework of SDT allowed us to examine
participant experiences through the lens of autonomy,
competence, and relatedness, allowing for a conceptualiza-
tion of individual experiences within a framework for both
the individual participant and the related experiences of
all the participants.

The purpose of this study was to identify factors
that led the I'm Determined graduates with LD to partici-
pate and lead their IEP meetings. We synthesized the data
from each graduate’s account of their experiences into a
unified story of self-determination. This unified narrative
provides both practitioners and researchers with concrete
examples of factors that led to these students’ success.
These success stories offer practitioners in the field of spe-
cial education additional data to help address barriers to
IEP participation. Two questions guided our research:

Table 1. Participant demographics.

1. What specific barriers, if any, toward IEP partici-
pation did students with LD, who participated in the I'm
Determined project as youth leaders, encounter during
their K—12 school experience?

2. How, if at all, do students with LD, who partici-
pated in the I'm Determined project as youth leaders, per-
ceive their experiences in the program as contributing to
their involvement in their IEP meetings?

Method

Narrative inquiry is a methodological approach
that emphasizes storytelling. Individuals express the
meaning of their experiences through story, and it is
those stories that should be analyzed to understand a
particular phenomenon (Lichtman, 2013; Lyons &
LaBoskey, 2002). After gathering narratives of partici-
pant experiences, researchers look across the individual
stories to identify characteristics of the collective experi-
ence (Clandinin & Connelly, 2004). This approach allowed
us to honor individual stories as well as construct a
unified compilation of self-determination through partici-
pants’ shared experiences.

Participants

This study used purposive sampling in the form of a
homogeneous sample. All members of the sample pos-
sessed two specific traits: (a) identified as having an LD
under the requirements of IDEA and (b) graduated the
I'm Determined youth leadership program. There were 13
possible participants in the sample meeting these criteria.
The first author sent e-mail communication to recruit
them to participate in the study, and eight I'm Determined
youth leader graduates, three women and five men, agreed
to participate (see Table 1). The participants ranged in
age from 18 to 28 years at the time of the interviews.

Induction age/years in

Pseudonym Race/gender Disability I’m Determined Postschool outcome
Darla White female Dyslexia 13/8 M.Ed., 1st year teacher
Beth White female Dyslexia 14/6 1st semester of community college
Sam White male Auditory processing, dyslexia/ 14/6 1st semester of community college

dysgraphia
William White male Dyslexia 14/7 M.Ed., 3rd year teacher
Kate White female Auditory processing, dyslexia 14/8 M.Ed., 3rd year teacher
Hue White male Dyslexia 15/6 Associate degree/works in sales
Bryan Black male Dyslexia/dysgraphia 13/5 1st semester at university
Gordon Black male Auditory processing, dysgraphia 14/6 3rd semester of community college
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Data Collection

The first author completed semistructured, narrative
interviews with each participant (Anderson & Kirkpatrick,
2016). Informed consent was obtained prior to each inter-
view using the university’s institutional review board
approved form. Each interview lasted 45 min on average.
Narrative interviewing places the focus on the story and
purports that narrative story telling is how people make
sense of their lived experiences and how they communi-
cate in everyday communication (Mishler, 1986). The pur-
pose of this approach to interviewing is to generate rich,
detailed descriptions of the experiences from the story-
teller’s perspective, including but not limited to their expe-
riences with the I'm Determined project, that led to the
participants’ positive postschool outcome (Anderson &
Kirkpatrick, 2016).

The first author conducted follow-up focus group
interviews of 50-60 min after initial data analysis to probe
emerging themes and followed the same semistructured
design with open-ended questions (Roulston, 2010). The
group size consisted of four participants in each focus
group and was determined based on participant availabil-
ity. Each participant was expected to participate in one
focus group interview. Questions were constructed accord-
ing to topics developed from the preliminary analysis of
the interview data. These topics were: (a) experiences in
special education prior to participation in I'm Determined
and (b) experiences while participating in I'm Determined.

Data Analysis

Thematic analysis is a method of analyzing qualita-
tive data that allows for theoretical flexibility and enables
researchers to identify recurring patterns and themes
within the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). These themes
capture the overarching commonalities within the data,
allowing researchers to arrive at a meaningful synopsis
(Saldana, 2016). We focused our analysis using an inter-
pretivist lens so that each narrative contributed to the cre-
ation of themes (Cranton & Merriam, 2015). Within the
interpretivist paradigm, “reality is constructed by individ-
uals in interactions with their social worlds” (Cranton &
Merriam, 2015, p. 50). The analysis process was filtered
through this lens by allowing each storyteller’s narrative
to dictate emergent themes. The approach to thematic
analysis was inductive, not theoretical, in that the themes
were created from the data and not forced to fit into an
already existing coding structure (Braun & Clarke, 2006;
Saldana, 2016). Lastly, the findings from the study were
organized into latent themes that go beyond the surface
and “identify or examine the underlying ideas, assumptions,
conceptualizations—and ideologies—that are theorized as

shaping or informing the semantic content of the data”
(Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 84).

Data were stored, organized, and coded in NVivo
(Version 12; Mac). After transcribing the audio recordings
of both the interviews and focus groups, the first author
uploaded the transcriptions into NVivo. Computer-assisted
data analysis software (CAQDAS), such as NVivo,
allows for a more efficient and streamlined analysis pro-
cess, particularly across multiple researchers (Hoover &
Koerber, 2011). Using the software early and often
allows for all the generated data (memos, interview tran-
scripts, focus group transcripts, and member check tran-
scripts) to be stored in NVivo, further enhancing both
the efficiency and thoroughness of the data analysis
(Hoover & Koerber, 2011).

The authors began the analysis by reviewing all the
transcribed interviews individually and then again as a
group. The authors identified patterns in two episodic
time frames, before participation in I'm Determined and
after participation in I'm Determined. Initial patterns
included disability awareness, special education, general
education, self-contained/resource, service delivery, IEP/
IEP meeting, barriers, attitude, expectations, self-determi-
nation, motivation, elementary school, middle school, high
school, and tools. The authors then used in vivo coding to
sort direct quotes into each identified pattern. In vivo
codes use the participants’ words as code names to “prior-
itize and honor the participant’s voice” (Saldana, 2016,
p. 106). Students with LD are often a marginalized popu-
lation and “coding with their actual words enhances and
deepens an adults’ understanding of their cultures and
worldviews” (Saldana, 2016, p. 106). Direct quotes from
each participant were copied and pasted from the tran-
scribed interviews and sorted based on the patterns identi-
fied after the review of the interview transcripts. Thus, we
used pattern coding to organize the in vivo codes into cat-
egories. These categories grouped the in vivo codes into
more useful units of analysis. To do this, we collected sim-
ilar in vivo codes, assessed their compatibility, and then
assigned a pattern code to the new grouping of codes.
These pattern codes were the impetus to the development
of the major themes from the data.

For example, the authors reviewed all transcripts for
any discussion related to IEP/IEP meetings. In vivo codes
relating to this pattern code were copy and pasted using
NVivo into the corresponding node (IEP/IEP meeting).
Each pattern code was then further organized and coded
by the narrative time frame of before or during participa-
tion in I'm Determined.

The two major themes developed were specific to
participants’ experiences before participation in I'm Deter-
mined and during participation in I'm Determined. The

McNaught et al.: Student-Led IEPs 281

Downloaded from: https://pubs.asha.org James Madison University on 01/13/2025, Terms of Use: https://pubs.asha.org/pubs/rights_and_permissions



major theme of confusion was identified prior to participa-
tion in I'm Determined. The authors coded specific details
of the participants’ confusion across three categories
including school, disability, and barriers faced. The major
theme of community was identified during participation in
I'm Determined. The authors coded specific details of com-
munity across three categories including disability, oppor-
tunity, and goals. We then discussed the major themes in
relation to both the research questions and current schol-
arship on SDT.

Quality and rigor were established through peer
debriefing, researcher reflective and reflexive memos, and
member checks (Tracy, 2010). The first author met in per-
son with a professional peer at the first author’s institution
to review data and preliminary findings. She is a doctor of
education and a board-certified behavior analyst-doctoral
level. Her scholarship includes self-determination, transi-
tion, cultural diversity, autism, and applied behavioral
analysis. She is familiar with both narrative inquiry and
thematic analysis. Debriefing sessions did not reveal any
concerns regarding bias but did help differentiate major
themes from subcategories.

We kept reflective and reflexive memos to track
thoughts, concerns, potential bias, insights, and questions.
The authors discussed the content of these memos with
each other during data analysis and presentation of find-
ings. We used reflexive memos as an exercise in self-
awareness, which allowed us to study ourselves in the
sense of how personal attributes and beliefs interact with
the phenomena being researched (Kuntz, 2010; Watt,
2007). The discussions centered around awareness of
pitch, tone, and rate of speaking when asking follow-up
questions and the importance of remaining grounded dur-
ing the interviews to allow for processing time for the par-
ticipants as their narrative unfolded. Such reflexive prac-
tice was necessary due to the first author’s preexisting
relationship with participants as principal investigator of
the I'm Determined project. The first author has known
each of the participants for at least 5 years and has
worked closely with each participant regarding the devel-
opment of both their self-determination skills and their
leadership skills.

Finally, the first author conducted member checks
(respondent validation) on the emerging findings to ensure
correct interpretation of the participants’ views (Merriam
& Tisdell, 2015). We offered each participant the opportu-
nity to review transcriptions of their initial individual
interview and their follow-up focus group interview.
Lastly, we provided participants with the initial draft of
the findings (Roulston, 2010). Participants did not request
changes to transcripts or preliminary findings based on
member checking sessions.

Findings

A narrative timeline led to our findings presented
here within a continuum of experiences before and during
participation in I'm Determined. We made the decision to
present the findings in such a way that highlights common
themes specific to IEP participation across moments in
time while honoring individual narratives through sup-
portive text from the data. This is a study of people’s per-
ceptions of their experiences best told by direct quotes
from the participants. Findings discussed are specific to
IEP participation. The IEP experience is just one compo-
nent of the self-determination experience. McNaught and
Pope (2022) detailed each participant’s experience with
both special and general education, as well as life after
high school.

Confused: Experiences Before
I’'m Determined

Participants clearly remembered being tested for an
LD but did not remember a time where a teacher, coun-
selor, or school psychologist explained to them what the
results meant in language they could understand. Feelings
of academic inadequacy and low self-esteem permeated
the group. The change in placement, while varied, was not
communicated to any of the participants leading to a
sense of confusion. A key time in all the participants’ nar-
ratives was when they were identified for special education
services under the category of LD. None of the partici-
pants remembered anyone telling them specifically that
they had an LD or explaining the implications regarding
their educational placement. All the participants clearly
remembered a “pull-out” approach to special education
services and the feeling of being the only one with a dis-
ability. This service delivery approach led to reduced
autonomy, competence, and relatedness and consistently
put the participants in environments that did not support
or nurture self-determined behaviors. The transition from
elementary to middle school was difficult because of
increased academic rigor, peer pressure, and higher
teacher expectations with no scaffolded support. The con-
fusion was now manifested in their own lack of disability
awareness along with a service delivery model they did
not understand.

Disability

Beth remembered a feeling of wanting to hide her
disability: “I didn’t really talk about it, I honestly didn’t
want to talk about it with my friends because I had so
many friends at school and I didn’t want them to think of
me as like the weird kid or like a freak or anything.” Beth
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remembered the fear of being “found out”: “Because I
thought that I would lose all my friends because I was in
special ed. And I thought sometimes they would judge me.”

Sam recollected not understanding his disability in
elementary school: “I just thought I struggled more than
other people. T struggled with spelling, I really struggled
with making friends. I struggled with just being okay with
myself, always wanting to change.” Sam talked about
missing English class because of his disability in elemen-
tary school: “I went into a reading something, I can’t
remember what it is. And I remember hating going to it
because all it did was make me read. It was not explained
to me at all, I didn’t understand why I was going to it.”

Bryan still did not understand his disability as he
transitioned to middle school. He remembered:

It wasn’t until my seventh-grade year in middle school,
that my special education teacher finally broke every-
thing down to me and told me what my disability
really was. I thought I was getting pulled out because I
was just having a conference with another teacher.
They really didn’t tell me right away that I learned dif-
ferently, because they didn’t want to upset me. I never
even knew I had and IEP or a meeting about me.

Gordon struggled with acceptance of his disability.
He talked about “hiding” and “staying quiet” during ele-
mentary school as means of avoidance. Upon further reflec-
tion, he remembered “seeing” other students with disabil-
ities but “we never talked about it” and even in elementary
school “we never expressed what disabilities we had, cuz we
never knew. I never even heard IEP until I'm Determined.”

School

School was difficult for all the participants. From
an early age and prior to identification for special educa-
tion, all the participants struggled academically and knew
they were different from other classmates. Early memories
of inadequacy and feeling broken led to frustration. The
feeling of school as a battlefield instead of a safe environ-
ment permeated the narratives.

Sam remembered, “I hated going to school, T felt
like it was just a place of torture. They are forcing me to
do something that I don’t wanna do and I'm not very
good at it.” He continued, “When we started with learn-
ing how to spell your name, learning your address and dif-
ferent things like that. I was not very good at it and could
tell then. I was like everyone else is getting this, why am I
not getting this?”

William thought back to his initial IEP meeting:
“And then I can remember having this huge long meeting

for my initial IEP, but I just sat there.” The meeting did not
shed any light on his LD from his perspective: “They were
using huge words; they were talking about things that I
didn’t think really pertained to me. I didn’t really understand
my disability and how it affected me, not till later on.”

Kate did not remember attending IEP meetings or
having her LD explained to her until high school: “So, I
was aware of it. I didn’t fully understand it, but I knew
even before because I struggled and I saw other people
not struggling. I knew that there was something. And I
didn’t fully understand it but my parents tried to teach
me.” She thought the path of least resistance was to
“struggle in silence” because she “didn’t know who to ask
for help.”

Barriers

All participants identified barriers as a constant
along their educational journey. Barriers did not disappear
when the participants became self-determined, but each
participant developed strategies to deal with barriers as
part of their experience with I'm Determined. Barriers
identified by participants included themselves, teachers,
lack of strategies, and specific instructional activities that
exacerbated their disability and led to continually strug-
gling throughout their schooling.

Sam identified a variety of barriers. He recalled
“just not being able to read as well others” as a key factor
in his lack of self-confidence. He dreaded “having to be
able to read aloud in front of people, and stuttering and
people saying like, can you just not read at all or what?”
He felt ostracized by his peer group: “Them not support-
ing me and making fun of me instead of being able to
support me and say, hey, hey, I have this answer, let me
show you how to do that.” Sam was always bothered that
teachers thought he was lazy: “I hated when people
thought I was lazy because I'm doing the best I could do
and giving it everything I have. And mentally and physi-
cally stressing about it and getting sick over it.” He would
work late into the night on assignments and often not fin-
ish. The teacher’s attitude was, “You didn’t get the assign-
ment done? It’s all or nothing.”

Hue experienced similar self-confidence issues and
struggled with both peers and teachers who did not under-
stand his LD. He felt like no one knew enough about his
LD to explain it to him in common language: “Having
nobody else to relate to or having nobody else to really
tell me more about my disability really made it hard to
connect especially when everybody else was reading and
reading fluently.”

Gordon remembered struggling the most in high
school because “that’s when everything was a fast pace.”
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The “pull-out” model was difficult for Gordon because he
had hard time “catching up” when he was removed from
the general education classroom. He was often given the
answers and wished teachers “would just let me try to
everything on my own first, and then come back and help
if I need it.”

Overcoming barriers was impossible without the tools
and the environment to support the self-determined behaviors
needed to confront issues. The barriers were exacerbated by
the lack of environmental supports. Confusion only increased
as the academic rigor increased through elementary school
into middle school and the lack of support remained a consis-
tent issue. The absence of autonomy, competence, and relat-
edness cemented the notion that school was about survival,
not learning, and any idea of continuing their education in a
postsecondary environment was not appropriate or feasible.

The lack of disability awareness paired with an envi-
ronment not supportive of autonomy, competence, or
relatedness led to few opportunities to practice self-
determined behavior. Most participants did not know they
had an IEP, let alone an annual meeting to discuss their
needs. Feelings of loneliness and confusion about their dis-
ability slowly changed as they began their journey with
I'm Determined and met other youth with disabilities.

Community: Experiences During
I’'m Determined

The participants’ induction into I'm Determined was
the first time they experienced a community (relatedness)
of peers with similar challenges. The participants learned
about LD, gained competence through experience and
practice in a safe environment, learned about tools to sup-
port self-determined behavior, and heard from experienced
I'm Determined youth leaders about leading their IEP
meeting. Peer networks were formed using social media
for youth leaders to support each other outside of formal
I'm Determined events and trainings.

Darla remembered self-advocacy not always being easy,
but she relied on her community through I'm Determined for
support: “Teachers were, especially in middle school, my
teachers were really dismissive and weren’t supportive at all of
me participating or trying to lead my IEP.” Darla found it
easier to talk to a peer from I'm Determined who could relate
to what she was going through.

William remembered the sense of community he felt
within I'm Determined as particularly helpful. He met other
“kids with the same struggles that I was facing and after hear-
ing their stories and talking with them, figuring out they’re
just like me was a relief.” William’s experiences pushed him
to be self-determined in a “safe environment first” and gave

him the confidence to self-advocate at school, including dur-
ing his annual IEP meeting.

Disability

The sense of community and feelings of relatedness
strengthened Beth’s confidence and started breaking down
the walls she built to protect herself based on her previous
struggles. Beth recalled not wanting to accept her disabil-
ity “until I got in I'm Determined.” Upon further exami-
nation, Beth credited her experiences with I'm Determined
as the impetus for accepting her LD: “I'm Determined
mostly was like the core reason of why I accepted my dis-
ability because I saw how people were so much happier
when they knew they had a disability, and they accepted
it. It made me want to lead my meeting.”

Sam was amazed that the older youth leaders did not
try to hide their disability. He remembered the positive impact
of “having older leaders say that they’re comfortable with
their disability, but it doesn’t define who they are.” He quickly
realized he was now part of a community that he did not
know existed, and his relief was palpable. He was “in awe of
how they took charge of their life and used their IEP.”

In the early stages of participation in I'm Deter-
mined, time was dedicated to disability awareness training
for the youth leaders. The feeling of solitude was replaced
by one of relief when the participants realized they were
not the only person in the world with LD. The feeling of
community was slowly established through relatedness.

Darla clearly remembered the moment when she
realized she was not alone. She was attending her first I'm
Determined Youth Summit and had not yet been selected
as a leader. She said:

In the beginning, realizing that there’s a lot of peo-
ple in the state of Virginia who are just like me and
struggle. And then, who have become successful.
Meeting people who are older and they’re in college,
and they’re able to go to college and be successful,
was really powerful. I think that having friends who
were going through the same thing or went through
the same thing was helpful. I was able to rely on them
for, if T needed a little help or asked for suggestions
or things like that. My support team grew drastically.

As Darla became more comfortable with her disabil-
ity, her “self-esteem increased.” She learned about strate-
gies, accommodations, and self-advocacy in a “safe envi-
ronment,” which gave her the “confidence to practice the
new skills” at school and in her IEP meeting. The increase
in self-esteem led to the intrinsic motivation to try new
opportunities.
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Opportunity

These initial experiences with I'm Determined led to
feelings of relatedness through community building and
development of self-determined behaviors. The symbiotic
relationship between autonomy, competence, and related-
ness was evident as the community became solidified. Par-
ticipants experienced feelings of relatedness for the first
time and began forming friendships that endured outside
of structured I'm Determined events. The community feel-
ing and realizing they were not alone led to a willingness
to try new self-determined skills in a safe environment.
The new skill development led to increased competence.
The increased competence led to the participants’ willing-
ness to act autonomously in a controlled environment first
and then the willingness to generalize the new skills to
environments outside of I'm Determined. A nuanced
understanding of their disability along with peer models
led to increased IEP involvement in high school.

Darla continued:

And so, I was taking my classes seriously. And
when I needed help I wasn’t like afraid to ask for it.
I used a lot of the tools and strategies that I have
learned through I'm Determined not only like the
program but also other youth leaders and the adults
to help me be successful in school. I also realized
that using my accommodations and getting help
wasn’t cheating. And I never really thought it was
cheating but I was always like, I don’t need that.
But I realized that I need those to be successful, and
I shouldn’t be ashamed of that.

Beth’s self-esteem increased with each new opportu-
nity: “I am more confident. I finally accepted that I
couldn’t get rid of my disability no matter how hard I
tried to hide it.” Beth continued:

So, I didn’t start thinking about wanting to accept
my disability until I'm Determined, because 1 would
see there were people that did have disabilities, and
I thought I was the only one in the world that had
this disability, and nobody would understand me,
and nobody would get the way that I learn. I finally
accepted my disability, and I finally was like okay
this is how it’s gonna be, so I better start talking
about what I need at my IEP. And when I finally
did that, my grades improved.

Beth learned how to self-advocate, and it was not
always easy but she learned how to “deal with it through
I'm Determined.” Beth remembered:

And there would be some teachers in high school,
that are like no, we can’t use that, no, we can’t do
that, it’s not fair to the other students. Why do you
get to use it, but they can’t? And I would always
say it levels the playing field, it’s just how it is and
it’s in my IEP.

William changed from a shy student always trying
to “fly under the radar” to someone not being afraid to
disclose his disability. He said:

But it was just truly getting out of my comfort zone,
understanding that I had a voice, understanding that
there are people who are going through the exact
same times as I'm going through, so I can always
rely on someone my age, to just kind of help me,
give me some pointers. For me at that point in time,
I mean, into high school, I didn’t really worry about
what people thought about that I had a disability or
not. I mean, people knew I had a disability, and I
wasn’t shy about it. But I wouldn’t go out of my
way and say, hey, I have a disability but now after
I'm Determined, being more involved with my IEP,
I went out of my own way to go tell my teacher and
said, this is who I am. This is what I need. I mean,
I use the tools like the one pager, and the goal sheet,
and the good day plan to help me.

Disability awareness was a “game changer” for
Hue. He said:

Then the next step was learning about my disability.
So that once I understood it, then we were able to
go towards leading my IEP and figuring what
accommodations would work better for me. Those
little steppingstones all built confidence. And then
after T knew what was going on with me and we
were able to get it down to like a science with what
was working I started doing better.

Bryan credited I'm Determined for the change in his
behavior: “I'm Determined really affected me in high
school because I was telling my case manager and the
people in my IEP team meetings that this was my goal,
and this is what I wanted to do to achieve it, and I was
making plans to go to college.”

In a similar vein, Gordon thought, “Right now, I'm
not ashamed to tell people I have a disability. Like, that’s
maybe the fourth thing that I mention when talking to
somebody.” This was not an easy road for Gordon espe-
cially “because back home I never see any Black people
with disabilities.” Gordon credited disability awareness as
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the first step in “being able to find out who I am as an
individual with a disability.” Gordon took it one step fur-
ther and credited participation in I'm Determined as the
impetus for his behavioral change: “I guess it’s just becom-
ing a youth leader for I'm Determined just changed every-
thing cuz at first I didn’t wanna disclose much about my
disability to anyone and now I talk about it and run my
IEP.” Gordon concluded that “I'm Determined helped me
develop my voice and that changed everything with school.”

Participation in I'm Determined did not protect par-
ticipants from the struggles of their public-school experi-
ence: rather, it equipped them with tools, strategies, and
behaviors to help level the playing field. The first step in
leveling the playing field is understanding one’s needs and
matching appropriate accommodations based on those
needs. The next step is advocating for those needs.

Sam learned to self-advocate and had mixed results:
“I was told by a teacher that the best thing I would do
was work at McDonald’s.” The setbacks did not deter
Sam: “A lot of my teachers were like, no, I'm not giving
you this. And then I'm went up to them and said, yes,
you're gonna give me this because it is in my IEP and
that’s a legal document saying that I need to get this.”
Sam continued to reflect on his high school experience:
“Well, going into high school, T just felt more confident
after working with I'm Determined. 1 understood more
about myself and sort of what I am capable of rather than
just feeling scarred from middle school.” Sam was willing
to act boldly because of his new community of supportive
peers through I'm Determined.

Disability awareness and an understanding of per-
sonal strengths, preferences, interests, and needs were
essential skill development areas for the participants. The
participants’ deficit-based school experience prior to I'm
Determined led to a comprehensive understanding of
everything “they couldn’t do” but left all of them woefully
unprepared to discuss their strengths. Self-awareness will
only get you so far if you cannot advocate for yourself.
The safe environment provided by I'm Determined created a
judgment-free zone for the participants to understand their
LD, identify their strengths and needs, and practice advo-
cating until competent with the goal of generalizing the skill
outside of I'm Determined. The participants were filling their
toolbox, reframing self-perceptions, and reframing teacher
perceptions and expectations around IEP participation.

Goals

All the participants’ narratives mentioned the impact
participation in I'm Determined had on their current and
future goals and described a realization or moment(s) of
clarity regarding their personal expectations for the future.

This realization led to an understanding of the importance
of goal setting and either adjusting current goals or creat-
ing goals for the first time.

William reflected on how inclusion in a community
and access to opportunities impacted him during the years
he participated in I'm Determined. The autonomy he expe-
rienced influenced his path: “I mean, it’s really from I'm
Determined. Tt pushed me outside my comfort zone.” He
continued:

I've always been a student so I’'ve always been told
what to do, where to go, how to do it. So, for me,
the big thing that changed was that I actually ran
my IEPs. I mean, my special education teacher
would write it out for me, but I mean, I told her
everything I needed. Everything that ever came my
way was, what my strengths were, what my weak-
nesses were. And now going into other environments
and having that confidence, having that understand-
ing that I can tell my story, be proud of who I am,
and how I came about is powerful.

Hue talked about how experiencing autonomy
pushed him to lead his own IEP meeting because prior to
I'm Determined, he “didn’t have any say in it.” As a
result, “your teachers didn’t really get a chance to know
you throughout the meeting.” He remembered running his
first IEP meeting: “So, now once I took over running it,
and I'm in control over it and I'm leading it, the teachers
look at you a little bit different.” Hue continued:

It was about what I wanted. And that was probably the
last big thing that allowed me to really develop into
being an actual good student I felt like. Being able to
have the confidence to go and talk to everybody was
because, hey I can actually tell everybody that I'm com-
ing up with my accommodations and tell my teachers,
my principals, my resource teacher, everybody there
I'm able to say hey, this is what I need. I got help and
got some pointers and stuff and recommendations
along the way from I'm Determined but 1 was able to
put pen on paper and this is what I wanted as a student,
not what everybody else wants. They actually went
from not paying attention to you at all throughout the
meetings to okay, everything, all eyes and everything is
focused on you, and you could get the point across
exactly how you wanted.

I'm Determined provided the safe space through
establishing a community first, then the skill development,
and, lastly, the opportunity to practice the new skills with-
out fear of failure, embarrassment, or further isolation.
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The establishment of relatedness created a safe environment
to build competence through practice, which led to autono-
mous behaviors through setting new goals for the future based
on changed expectations. Barriers did not disappear because
of I'm Determined participation. The participants were better
prepared to deal with barriers through opportunities to prac-
tice self-determined behavior that led to increased confidence
and willingness to advocate.

Discussion

This study has explored the work of the Virginia
Department of Education’s I'm Determined project and
the promotion of self-determination in transition activities.
The I'm Determined program is not a curriculum. I'm
Determined provides the environment that supports self-
determined behavior for each participant. Some are seek-
ing competence, some are seeking autonomy, and some
are seeking relatedness. I'm Determined provides for all of
those needs and teaches strategies for staying determined
when not in supportive environments. Self-determination
does not happen overnight; it is a process full of hard
work, risks, vulnerabilities, and rewards, and most impor-
tantly, it teaches you how to get up when life knocks you
down. Environments can be altered, and strategies can be
used by practitioners that mirror what I'm Determined
provided these participants.

IEP participation is one activity that is associated
with self-determination skills and linked to positive educa-
tional outcomes and greater independence and well-being
(Martin et al., 2006; Royer, 2017). For each participant,
the lasting impact was not the “how” of participation but
the fact that they had a seat at the table and were pre-
pared to share their voice. The narratives of participants
from the I'm Determined project highlight that pedagogies
focused on self-determination and student leadership rein-
force participation and influence outcomes of transition
planning activities such as student-led IEPs while also
influencing the psychological needs of individual students.
Contrasting participant narrative experiences before and
during their involvement with I'm Determined gives
ground for three critical points of discussion. These
include: the attainment of basic psychological needs (com-
petence, autonomy, and relatedness), opportunities to
practice or act, and explicit teaching of the I'm Deter-
mined project tools (i.e., One Pager, Good Day Plan, and
Goal Plan; see Appendix A).

Need attainment, in psychological areas of compe-
tence, autonomy, and relatedness, is associated with feeling
confidence, a sense of freedom, and a sense of connection
to others (Brenner, 2022; Sun et al., 2017; Vansteenkiste
et al., 2018; Wisniewski et al., 2018). These feelings operate

as motivators for individuals and reinforce a positive sense
of self as one takes action and makes choices (Brenner,
2022; Ryan et al., 2021). The psychological attainment of
competence, autonomy, and relatedness is evident in the
narratives of I'm Determined youth leaders. Hue expressed
the attainment of competence as he shared a greater under-
standing of his disability and its impact on his ability to
communicate with his teachers and other supports. William
demonstrated the motivations associated with autonomy
noting the difference that occurred in moving from being
“told” what to do and how to be, to now being able to
speak up and tell others “my story and my needs.” Finally,
Darla experienced relatedness among her peers and
teachers, and through creating a safe space to talk about
herself and her needs, she was able to take risks and take
on new opportunities because she knew others were there
for support. Practice with and reinforcement of these basic
psychological needs strengthens one’s ability to act and gal-
vanizes the beliefs that one can influence what happens in
everyday interactions and situations. These findings reinforce
the importance of self-determination and basic psychologi-
cal need theory; however, there are also unique contribu-
tions in the data that emphasize the communicative abili-
ties associated with self-determination skills. Communica-
tion and collaboration are significant features of IEP
development and pivotal to creating representative teams
and a functional IEP (Biegun et al., 2020; Diliberto &
Brewer, 2012; Ruppar & Gaftney, 2011). In the narrative
data, there is original evidence of youth practicing adap-
tive leadership and social intelligence alongside self-deter-
mination. Youth leaders demonstrate that competencies,
such as self-advocacy, incorporate features of adaptive
leadership (Kuluski et al., 2021) and the adaptive capacity
to shift away from technical solutions and embrace creative
problem-solving strategies in instances of complexity,
change, and uncertainty (McKimm et al., 2023). Equally
important is social intelligence and the ability to contextual-
ize different perspectives and address social situations with
self-awareness, social awareness, and relational manage-
ment (Boyatzis, 2009; McKimm et al., 2023). I'm Deter-
mined continues to consider how classroom instruction,
simulations, and natural opportunities stimulate the conflu-
ent practice of self-determination, adaptive leadership, and
social intelligence.

SLPs can address skills, abilities, and beliefs associ-
ated with self-determination and tangentially establish
skills associated with adaptive leadership and social intelli-
gence. To start, take time to sit down and construct affec-
tive communication that is consistent with the tempera-
ment, personality, and identity of the student. Doing so
equips the student with a repertoire of phrases, metaphors,
and imaginaries that evoke emotions and influences lis-
teners within the TEP process to empathize with the lived
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realities of the student. The influence of affective commu-
nication flows into adaptive leadership capabilities; how-
ever, a second step that is often overlooked is the refine-
ment of communication to account for contexts and audi-
ence. Therefore, SLPs should take time to reflect with stu-
dents on the contextual factors and the different types of
tact that are effective in different social environments.
One example of this type of adaptive communication can
be referenced in how students communicate their accom-
modations to educational staff versus how students lead in
advocating for accommodations within a formal eligibility
or IEP meeting. The choice of tone, word choice, and
nonverbal communication are all sensitive pieces that
communicate a social intelligence that is intentional,
visionary, and yet understanding of other’s perceptions.
The last step is to reflect with students on what it means
to communicate and live out one’s social intelligence.
Social intelligence incorporates both affective communica-
tion and adaptive leadership but adds on a student’s abili-
ties to receive and process social feedback from others. In
accepting feedback, there is a reflective process of self-
appraisal, which constantly informs and sharpens commu-
nication and the way in which those communicative inter-
actions occur. In practice of social intelligence, one natu-
rally circles back to affective communication and refines
the language to reflect the personal growth that came
from critical reflection. The development of competence,
autonomy, and relatedness are a continuous and ongoing
process of development, refinement, practice, and reflec-
tion and occur through practices of affective communica-
tion, adaptation to context sensitivities, and reflecting on
social feedback.

A second point of emphasis highlights the role that
transition activities, such as participation in student-led
IEPs, play in shaping youth identity and a sense of self.
Enriched environments observed in narrative data show
that individuals are given space to take risks and can con-
struct a sense of dignity. This makeup of enriched oppor-
tunities emboldens youth to use self-determined behaviors
and gives them more opportunities to practice (Loman
et al., 2010). Studies on dignity of risk highlight the “geog-
raphy of risk,” noting that there is an important balance
between affording individuals to take risk and creating
safe spaces for individuals to practice new skills (Heller
& Skymba, 2022; Marsh & Kelly, 2018; Mukherjee,
2022). Examples of this balance between risk and protec-
tion are evident in how I'm Determined positions itself to
engage youth to take social risks, while simultaneously
offering tools and mentoring that supports active prob-
lem solving and self-advocacy. Darla used her accommo-
dations to access learning opportunities and subsequently
dismissed the self-perpetuating idea that her accommoda-
tions were a type of cheating. Sam developed a boldness

to speak up when others doubt or misunderstand him or
his needs. Finally, Gordon mentioned the confidence he
found to express himself as a Black man with a disabil-
ity. Participants mentioned situations where social risks
were present, yet they navigated those risks with self-
determination, leading to feelings of dignity and self-
worth. Geographies that enrich one’s belief in self do so
by affording individuals to take incremental steps to act
self-determined on their own terms, providing room for
new inclusive practices to be formed (Hall, 2004; Heller
& Skymba, 2022; Imrie & Edwards, 2007). The unique
contribution in this study shows how intentional pro-
gramming from I'm Determined creates situations where
youth can learn to take risks. However, that data also
show that learning to take risks begins in environments
that have a growth mindset, offer peer support, and
model adaptive emotional regulation strategies (Clark &
Soutter, 2022; Heller & Skymba, 2022; Schweizer et al.,
2020). By giving youth safe spaces to act on their own
accord, individuals can understand what life outcomes
are within their locus of control and what personal capa-
bilities will support their access to new opportunities
(Heller & Skymba, 2022). While dignity is equated to
self-esteem, this study reinforces that dignity is not some-
thing youth can conjure up on their own, but it is rather
something that exists in social interactions where individ-
uals sense they are seen, received, and valued (Barclay,
2019; Nussbaum, 2006). Youth leaders who participate
in I'm Determined come into learning environments
knowing that know they are inherently valued. That feel-
ing of being valued is empowering and leads individuals
to try out and act out new behaviors. Taking risks, such
as participation in the IEP, is contingent on feeling a
sense of worth. That worthiness is grown when individ-
uals feel honored, respected, and supported in their cho-
sen actions (Mukherjee, 2022). This study supports the
cultivation of dignity, a strategy that honors the individ-
ualized process of learning self-determined behaviors
(Heller & Skymba, 2022). This strategy provides room
for youth to learn to take risks but does so in ways that
recognizes that each youth needs individualized protec-
tion and support to develop confidences in themselves
and their abilities.

Providing different types of transition activities gives
students a wide range of opportunities to develop a com-
munication style that is their own. The development of
one’s own voice is not a one-step process but should be
thought about as a scaffolded approach that moves from
modeling, to support, and finally to independence. A first
step of scaffolded support exists in modeling. These
models might exist in natural transition activities, but
often students lack prerequisite skills to even know where
to look for guidance. SLPs or peer models are great
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resources for developing social communication in transi-
tion activities. At I'm Determined, modeling occurs by
having older, more experienced peers, interacting and
modeling behavior alongside younger and less experienced
peers. The use of peer models is an excellent scaffolded
support that establishes baseline communication skills for
transitioning youth. A second step in providing an
enriched environment to act is in providing a communica-
tion support. While many students know when something
is going right, or something is going wrong, they often do
not have a full range of words to express what they are
feeling or what they need. The supportive scaffold pro-
vides a partner who operates as a resource in formulating
communication. This support can be tapped into for a
spectrum of opportunities, from relational interactions all
the way to advocating in areas of conflict or injustice. The
final step is to establish opportunities where students can
communicate independently in transition activities. While
independence is experienced by many young adults, it is
essential to account for the ways in which agentic actors
continually need advice, mentoring, and time to self-
appraise. Therefore, even when students act indepen-
dently, make sure there is still space for the individual stu-
dent to choose to engage in dialogue and reflection with
others. It is in the provision of that space that students
can experience the agentic feeling of choice, alongside a
level of support that is essential to human flourishing.

The third and final point of emphasis builds upon
the pedagogical supports in the I'm Determined tools that
are used to explicitly teach youth to communicate and
advocate in places like TEP meetings. While explicit
instruction is not often linked to leadership development,
I'm Determined has found that the empowering youth to
speak up is facilitated by the use of the I'm Determined
tools. Several research studies have indicated that teaching
students with LD to self-advocate requires explicit instruc-
tion, where students are taught to understand themselves
and their disability so that they can then effectively advo-
cate their learning needs to others (Koca et al., 2023;
Prater et al., 2014). The I'm Determined tools (i.e., One-
Pager, Good Day Plan, and Goal Plan) are structured
ways to discover more about oneself and are intrinsically
teaching youth to communicate their strength and needs.
The use of the I'm Determined tools boosts self-awareness
and simultaneously provides a platform for developing a
vocabulary. One example of this would be with the One-
Pager, where students identify strengths, preferences, inter-
est, and needs. The One-Pager begins with growing self-
knowledge and then gives youth a resource to communi-
cate that knowing to others. Youth participating in I'm
Determined have opportunities for this type of self-
discovery across all the I'm Determined tools, and in doing
so, students begin to craft language and socio-relational

techniques that support effective communication of goals,
aspirations, and needs. The I'm Determined tools are tem-
plates that explicitly address self-determination skills such
as goal setting, self-regulation, problem solving, and self-
awareness. As Hue comments, “The I'm Determined tools
were game changers.” By game changer, Hue is saying
that the presence of the tools as a learner was important
for him to develop self-knowledge and that, through self-
knowledge, he was able to articulate to others in ways he
couldn’t before he had that knowledge of himself. The
three tools reinforce elements of the IEP such as goals, sup-
port needs, and accommodations and because youth use
these tools frequently, youth build competencies about
themselves that are refined to effectively advocate at IEP
meetings. This study reaffirms previous findings regarding
the teaching of self-advocacy (Koca et al., 2023; Prater
et al., 2014) but contributes to established practices that
support the facilitation of self-knowledge and subsequently
improves the levels of communication that occur as youth
learn to advocate in IEP meetings (Bross & Craig, 2022).
The use of the I'm Determined tools changes as youth
become more self-determined but is always a resource when
new situations, new problems, or new relationships emerge.
Therefore, it is important to acknowledge the value of the
I'm Determined tools as an inherent resource to develop
self-determination and to support youth to effectively advo-
cate to others.

In practice, the three tools can be used succinctly
across all phases of transition planning. Use of the IMD
tools generally follows a tool-by-tool progression, begin-
ning with the development of the One-Pager, followed by
the Good Day Plan, and finally with the Goal Plan. This
progression is followed, in part, because each tool builds
on the other. The first tool offers explicit instruction in
developing self-awareness, whereby individuals begin to
identify and discover their strengths, preference, interest,
and needs. These words and descriptors identified in the
One-Pager become part of a lexicon that students use to
express who they are as individuals. Development of this
lexicon naturally supports the development of the Good
Day Plan where students are asked to reflect on what
makes up a good day and what actions are associated
with making those days a tangible reality. The Good Day
Plan allows for the transfer of the One-Pager and gives
students a visual representation of how utilization of
strengths and/or needs attainment is connected to the
experience of good days. When students make connections
between actions and outcomes, they are equipped to artic-
ulate to others what is needed and what actions are neces-
sary to take. The final tool is the Goal Plan, when stu-
dents correlate that planning one’s actions leads to an
increased probability of experiencing good days. Because
the experience of having a good day feels good, students
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have intrinsic motivation to establish goals associated with
a Good Day Plan. In goal planning, students lean on
what they have learned about themselves and their social
environments. This referential process between the self
and the social is articulated in the One-Pager (self) and
the Good Day Plan (social), and with goal planning, there
is an opportunity to scope out what actions the self needs
to take and how social environments might respond, sup-
port, and or challenge one in the processes of attainment.
In the Goal Plan, features of communication are built into
the design of the goal template, the steps to get there, the
outcomes of the goal, and the people needed to achieve
that goal. Articulating each of those operates as a tem-
plate for communicating “what I am doing, how I am
going to do it, what I will achieve, and who I need.” In
communicating goals in this way, students are practicing
communication skills that are expressive of the self but
also show an aptitude to navigate the social terrain of
transition.

The I'm Determined project is a not a set curriculum
but, rather, a supportive environment that observes the
unique needs of individuals and grants them opportunities
to achieve greater degrees of competence, autonomy, or
relatedness (McNaught & Pope, 2022). While changes in
self-determined behavior are observable because of partici-
pation in the I'm Determined project, it is essential to see
the emergence of skills as a result of needs attainment,
which with increased practice translates into other spaces
such as IEP participation. Several studies centered on
speech-language pathology have highlighted the emergence
self-determination skills through practicing for IEP meet-
ings. These practices applied self-advocacy and public
speaking skills in preparation of IEP meetings and were
observed as practice opportunities that moved students
from being passive participants to being contributing
members who are confident in their identities and capabil-
ities (Collins & Wolter, 2018; Perryman et al., 2020). Par-
ticipants clearly indicated that increased IEP participation
operates because of prior self-determination practice but
also explained involvement in the IEP as a practice that
strengthens one’s needs for competence, autonomy, and
relatedness. Therefore, and in concordance with participant
narratives, it is essential to construct student-led IEPs as
both a product of previously developed self-determination
and a learning space from which one can cultivate skills,
abilities, and beliefs associated with self-determination.

There are many examples of a student-led IEP
that result in meaningful outcomes for students. How-
ever, as practitioners, we need to avoid the temptation
to copy ready-made examples and recognize that the
same individualization that is practiced in IEP develop-
ment should be reflected in the planning and design of
student-led IEPs.

Implications for Practice

What does a student-led IEP meeting look like?
Does it require the student to preside over the meeting?
While the ultimate goal may be for every learner to take
control of as many facets of the IEP process as possible, it
is important to acknowledge a broad spectrum of ways
that youth can offer leadership (see Appendix B). Younger
or students new to self-determination can practice leader-
ship by introducing themselves or introducing the other
members of the IEP team. Since the student should be the
center of the team, it stands to reason that they would
have a relationship with everyone who attends the IEP
meeting.

Another way for students to exert leadership in the
IEP process is to create visual media that offers relevant
information. Such contributions may take several forms
including a graphic organizer, slide deck, or video. Stu-
dents with strengths and interests in creating visual media
may prefer to share information in this way as opposed to
writing or speaking during the IEP meeting. Preprepared
visual media also offers the advantage of allowing stu-
dents to plan and edit their contributions in advance,
which may offer more comfort than feeling put on the
spot and asked to speak in front of the IEP team.
Student-created visual media facilitates a student-led IEP
by communicating authentic ideas and preferences. In this
way, a student can directly contribute to the writing of the
present level, accommodations, and goal sections of the
IEP document.

A more robust level of student leadership requires
looking beyond the annual IEP meeting. While the term
IEP is often used, interchangeably, to refer to either the
annual meeting or the document created during the meet-
ing, there is merit in viewing the IEP as a yearlong pro-
cess. A student can regularly meet with their case manager
to review progress toward goals and reconsider needed
accommodations. In doing so, the student’s voice remains
front and center in the process, thus facilitating a student-
led IEP.

It was previously noted that teachers report a lack
of time and resources to offer instruction related to self-
determination. With a focus placed on academic content
instruction, there may be little time for lessons that are
specific to self-determination. It is easier to consider ways
to embed self-determination skills into existing instruction.
For example, a teacher who incorporates choice boards
into a math or science class is offering practice with choice
making and autonomy. SLPs who encourage students to
ask for help (self-advocacy), prioritize tasks (problem solv-
ing), set learning goals (goal setting and attainment), or
model for peers (self-efficacy) are helping their learners
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sharpen important self-determination skills. These self-
determination skills can serve a student well in an IEP
meeting and beyond.

This study revealed that many of the subjects were
initially unclear regarding the purpose of their IEP meet-
ings. Furthermore, some subjects were not able to follow
what was being discussed by the team. The field of special
education is full of jargon and acronyms. We would not
expect non-educators to understand what is meant by Free
Appropriate Public Education, Local Educational Agency,
or IEP. Nor should we assume that our students under-
stand these terms without instruction. It is impossible for
our youth with disabilities to assume a leadership role in
the IEP meeting if we are, in effect, speaking a foreign
language during the meeting. It is important to use lan-
guage that all IEP team members can understand.

Perhaps the most important step in fostering student
leadership in the IEP process is to think beyond compliance.
A school can satisfy compliance by inviting a 16-year-old to
their meeting and providing a seat at the table, but this alone
does not contribute to better outcomes. Students who have
strong self-determination skills are prepared to assume levels
of leadership in their IEP meetings. This is not to say that stu-
dents who have not honed their self-determination skills
should not actively participate. On the contrary, the TEP
meeting offers an authentic environment for students to prac-
tice choice making, self-advocacy, self-regulation, problem
solving, and other important skills. It is important to remem-
ber that leadership can take many forms and, with practice,
can grow and mature along with the student.

Limitations

The study has some limitations, including that it
only looked at students who have an identified LD as
their primary disability and did not include students with
other disabilities or comorbidities. It is important to note
that the I'm Determined project works with students from
all disability categories. The first author’s relationship to
both the study participants and the I'm Determined pro-
gram is a limitation. Potential bias was addressed through
reflexive and reflective memos, member checks, and peer
debriefing. One way to limit potential bias in the future is
to use an unaffiliated colleague as the lead interviewer.
Another potential limitation was the limited diversity of
the purposive sample. Out of the eight participants, six
identify as White and two identify as Black. Trainor
(2005) documented that self-determination interventions
aligned with a student’s specific cultural beliefs were
extremely limited, and Shogren (2013) indicated a combi-
nation of race/ethnicity and a disability label affected
levels of autonomy.

Implications for Future Research

This study demonstrated that youth and young adults
with LDs who were part of the I'm Determined project
experienced opportunities to practice self-determination
and, through psychological needs attainment, contributed
to greater participation into IEP processes. This study rein-
forces existing research that demonstrates that there is a
link between enriched environments and the practice of
self-determination skills (Loman et al., 2010; Ryan et al.,
2022). Because these basic psychological needs are rein-
forced through practice opportunities, there are research
implications in this study that present self-determination
practices as the confluence of leadership, resiliency, and
social intelligence. When these practices are taught well in
one context, individuals seek to transfer those same skills
into new environments, where they can sense and attain
their needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness. As
such, the transfer of I'm Determined activities into IEP par-
ticipation is one scenario that indicates that use of self-
determination skills is contingent on the student’s ability to
connect their self-determination with alternative skills, such
as leadership, when approaching novel situations and envi-
ronments. This study’s unique contribution suggests that
the confluence of skills that coexist with volitional behav-
ior, such as adaptive leadership and social intelligence, is
an important factor that buttresses self-determination skill
development and IEP participation.

The original findings in this data set iterate that the
development of self-determination skills alone is inade-
quate to support the complex communication and collabo-
ration that occur on IEP teams and other social collabora-
tions. Therefore, as I'm Determined refines its conceptual
framework, it continues to reflect on how practitioners
oscillate in teaching leadership and social intelligence
alongside self-determination. This approach accounts for
how self-determined behaviors are perceived by others and
reflects on practitioners’ role in supporting students to
socially adapt their communication to effectively commu-
nicate their wants and needs to others. For SLPs looking
to increase student participation in the IEP, the I'm Deter-
mined project recommends further research in the follow-
ing areas. First, there are gaps in understanding how stu-
dents develop advocacy voice in their natural environ-
ments. Students with disabilities are too often illiterate in
forms of advocacy because they are acquiescent to others
(i.e., families, teachers, service providers, case managers;
Shogren, 2013; Wehmeyer, 2014). This means that prereq-
uisite speech and language skills associated with self-
determination and self-advocacy are generally not known
or understood by students with disabilities. When self-
advocacy is being taught, there remains little analysis of
how socio-contextual environments impact the growth of
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self-determination (Shogren, 2013). Further studies explor-
ing naturally occurring activities and the influence those
activities have on self-advocacy are an important area of
interest that will influence student voice and participation
in advocacy activities, such as IEP meetings, and inform
practitioners of naturally occurring opportunities.

Addressing the development of self-determination
requires practitioners to consider both the natural and/or
engineered practice opportunities. While much is being
done to increase student participation in their IEPs, there
is vision beyond school-based advocacy. The lives of tran-
sitioning youth do not end when they exit school, and pre-
paring youth for adulthood is a reminder that developing
self-determination is not only about improving the quality
of school-based services or academic outcomes. It is also
about equipping youth to become adults who will experi-
ence a life that is motivated by confidence that one has
something too valuable to add to the conversation and
that speaking up as an alternative voice in complex situa-
tions is influential to creating outcomes that are inclusive
of people with disabilities.

Conclusions

The purpose of this study was to identify factors that
led I'm Determined graduates with LD to participate and lead
their IEP meetings. While IDEA strongly suggests and guides
policy toward youth participation in IEPs, it is evident that
research-based transition theories easily become entrenched in
systems of compliance. When transition practices become
strictly an issue of compliance, the process of individualiza-
tion that guides student volition gets lost, stifling student
voice in academic and transition services. SDT, in contrast
to compliance-based approaches, highlights the creation of
autonomy-supportive environments where students are
afforded space to influence outcomes and make choices, all
of which connect to experiencing feelings of empowerment,
well-being, and engagement (Brenner, 2022; Ryan et al., 2021).
The Virginia Department of Education’s I'm Determined pro-
ject designs educational opportunities around student volition
and builds opportunities for corresponding skills, abilities, and
beliefs to be learned. Through meaningful relationships,
enriched environments, and pedagogies that honor individual
choice, students with LDs are taught to make meaning of their
experiences in ways that embolden advocacy and action. Nar-
ratives presented by youth leaders of the I'm Determined pro-
ject demonstrate that students with LD perceived their school
experiences to be a place of confusion, frustration, and personal
embarrassment. However, through program development, par-
ticipants in I'm Determined develop relationships and experi-
ence inclusive spaces where they exercise their voice and voli-
tion, which results in attainment of basic psychological needs.

It is in the occurrence and reoccurrence of these opportunities
that youth ultimately transfer skills to other environments, such
as participating in their IEPs. Autonomy-supportive environ-
ments have been shown to facilitate the development of self-
determination skills (Brenner, 2022). However, and perhaps
most specific to the youth narratives in this study, there is
increasing evidence that cultivating confidence, self-will, and
social support in autonomy-supportive environments ulti-
mately leads young people to transfer skills into other spaces.
This transfer is evident as I'm Determined Youth leader’s psy-
chological needs are met and then represented in other envi-
ronments such as IEP processes. The process of growth and
development continues as youth and young adults practice
self-determination and ultimately influence transitions into
employment, independent living, and social relationships.

Data Availability Statement

Due to privacy and ethical concerns, neither the
data nor the source of the data can be made available.
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Appendix A (p. 1 of 3)
I’m Determined Project Tools

IMPLEMENTATION GUIDE

One-Pager

Use this as a facilitation guide to complete the One-Pager tool, or to help someone else complete it. The
questions below can be used as prompts to help you arrive at answers. Focusing on one column at a time may
also help. We encourage you to share your finished One-Pager with others!

My Strengths

« What am I good at in « What makes my day » What do I like to do? « What things or changes to
school? or school work more my day help me?
enjoyable? « What activities or groups
+ What am I good at in my do I enjoy being in? + What do I need to
community or home? » What would be nice to succeed?
have or happen but I would + What are my hobbies and
« What do other people say be okay without it? after school activities? « What assistive technology
are my strengths? helps me at school, home,
« Where do I see myself in and in the community?
the future:
« Living? « What can others do to help

me?
» Working?

What are some things that
are hard for me? How do

I get through the hard
things?

« Doing for Having fun?

M ﬁDETERMINED Scan code for more guidance, videos, and examples.

For additional resources visit www.imdetermined.org/resources.

Resource provided by I'm Determined, a state-directed project funded by the Virginia Department of Education.
©2606-2622 I'm Determined. All rights reserved.
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Appendix A (p. 2 of 3)
I’m Determined Project Tools

IMPLEMENTATION GUIDE

<\ Good Day Plan

Use this as a facilitation guide to complete the Good Day Plan tool, or to help someone else complete it. The
questions below can be used as prompts to help you arrive at answers. Focusing on one column at a time
may also help. We encourage you to share your finished Good Day Plan with others!

Good Day
What happens on a good day?
« What things are always e Am I getting what I need e What do I need to make « What people can help me
present on good days? during the day? this happen? have a good day?
« What do I do on a good o If yes, GREAT! Keep it up. e What things or plans can I  What people do I need
day? use to help me? in order to increase the
« If not, move to next column chance of good things
« What makes me happy? to think of options and « What goals should I set for happening?
other choices. myself?
e Who supports me?
« What do others do to make
this happen that I could e Can I be the support
try? person for this?
« Is there a reasonable other
choice?
,\ o]
rmM //'I' DETERMINED Scan code for more guidance, videos, and examples.

For additional resources visit www.imdetermined.org/resources.

Resource provided by I'm Determined, a state-directed project funded by the Virginia Department of Education.
©2006-2622 I'm Determined. All rights reserved.

I —

Note. Reprinted with permission.
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Appendix A (p. 3 of 3)
I’m Determined Project Tools

IMPLEMENTATION GUIDE

Goal Plan

Use this as a facilitation guide to complete the Goal Plan tool, or to help someone else complete it. The
questions below can be used as prompts to help you arrive at answers. Focusing on one column at a time may
also help. We encourage you to share your finished Goal Plan with others!

My Goal
« What is one of my goals? « How do you know you have « What do I need to do to » Who are the people in my
reached your goal? reach my goal? life who can help me reach
» What is something that I my goal?
want to do? + What are some results of « If I were to break my goal
getting this goal done? into pieces, what would « Which step of my goal can
» Where is a place I want to those pieces be? each person help me with?
go? o How will I benefit from
finishing this goal? + What is one thing I can do « Who will encourage me to
* You can write a goal to today that gets me closer reach this goal and check
reach soon or several « What are some new things to my goal? to be sure I made it?
months or years away. I can do after attaining
this goal?
» Pick one goal to start with.
2l . .
rmM /ﬁDETERMINED Scan code for more guidance, videos, and examples.

. A . . For additional resources visit www.imdetermined.org/resources.
Resource provided by I'm Determined, a state-directed project funded by the Virginia Department of Education.
©2006-2622 I'm Determined. All rights reserved.
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Appendix B (p. 1 of 4)
Student-Led IEP Rubric

Student Rubric for IEP Participation

Name:

Date:

g
IEP Awareness

L

IEP Participation

Knowledge of
IEP Content

Level 1

I don’t know what IEP
stands for.

I don't participate or
attend my IEP meeting.

I don’t know what
is in my IEP.

0
™M W’ DETERMINED

I know what IEP
stands for.

I know what IEP
stands for and the
purpose of an
IEP meeting.

I know what IEP stands
for, the purpose of
an IEP meeting, and I
can tell others about
these meetings.

I attend a pre-conference
IEP meeting and/
or my IEP meeting,
but I don't participate.

I attend and contribute
information about myself
for my IEP in a
pre-conference or at the
actual IEP meeting.

I lead parts or my
entire IEP meeting.

I know that I have
accommodations and goals
in my IEP, but I don’t know

what they are nor do I have a
voice in developing them.

I can name the
accommodations and
goals in my IEP, and I have a
voice in developing them.

I can name the
accommodations and
goals in my IEP, have a voice
in developing them, and
advocate for them.

For additional resources, scan code or visit

Resource provided by I'm Determined, a state-directed project funded by the Virginia Department of Education.
©2606-2623 I'm Determined. Al rights reserved.

e T T

Note.

www.imdetermined.org/resources.

Reprinted with permission.
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Appendix B (p. 2 of 4)
Student-Led IEP Rubric

Student Rubric for IEP Participation M ﬁDE TERMINED

&

Abilities and
Disabilities
Awareness

Knowledge of Rights
and Responsibilities

Social and
Communication
Skills

Level 1

I am not sure of what my
disability is and how it
affects me.

I don’t know my
rights under IDEA.

I don’t know how to
interact with others
in my IEP meeting.

I have knowledge of my
abilities and disabilities,
but I do not share it
with others.

I can describe my abilities
and disabilities to others
in my IEP meeting.

I describe my abilities and
disabilities, as well as how
my disability impacts me to
others outside of my IEP
meeting.

I have knowledge
of my rights.

I know my rights and can
negotiate with others who I
know to ensure that I receive
those rights.

I know my rights and can
negotiate with others
who I don’t know to ensure
that I receive those rights.

I know the social and
communication skills I need
to use in an IEP meeting,
but I do not used them at
this time.

I know and practice social
and communication skills in
my IEP meeting.

I use social and
communication skills to
get my needs met in
meetings and interactions
other than IEP meetings.

For additional resources, scan code or visit

Resource provided by I'm Determined, a state-directed project funded by the Virginia Department of Education,
©2006-2623 I'm Determined. Al rights reserved.

e e

Note.

www.imdetermined.org/resources.

Reprinted with permission.
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Appendix B (p. 3 of 4)
Student-Led IEP Rubric

Student Rubric for IEP Participation ™M )//’/\DETERMINED

IEP Awareness Abilities and Disabilities Added Score Results:
Score: Awareness Score:

6-11 Points:
« What is one area you will focus on?
« Who can help you improve in this area?
« Set one goal for yourself.

IEP Participation Knowledge of Rights and .
Score: Responsibilities Score: « How can we help you achieve your goal?
12-18 points:
« What is one area you need to improve on?
« Who can help you improve in that area?
Knowledge of IEP Social and Communication « Set one goal for yourself.
Content Score: Skills Score: « How can we help you achieve your goal?

19-24 points:
« Set two goals for yourself based on your progress.
« How can you achieve your goals?
« How can we help you achieve your goals?

Score Total:

For additional resources, scan code or visit
www.imdetermined.org/resources.

Resource provided by I'm Determined, a state-directed project funded by the Virginia Department of Education.
©2086-2023 I'm Determined. All rights reserved,
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Appendix B (p. 4 of 4)
Student-Led IEP Rubric

Student Rubric for IEP Participation 'Mm ﬁDETERMINED

BELOW FOR EDUCATOR RECOMMENDATIONS

For additional resources, scan code or visit
Resource provided by I'm Determined, a state-directed project funded by the Virginia Department of Education. i H
©2086-2623 I'm Determined. Al rights reserved. www.imdetermined.org/resources.

—— e

Note. Reprinted with permission.
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