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Abstract  

Evidence in the field of intellectual disability supports the positive transition outcomes that 

the promotion of self-determination triggers for youth with disabilities. This article examines 

the contributions of contextual and personal variables to in predicting both students with and 

without disabilities self-determined actions. The Spanish pilot versions of the Self-

Determination Inventory and the AIR Self-Determination Scale were administered to 114 

youth with and without disabilities. Contextual and personal variables were treated as 

predictor variables for analytic purposes. The results indicate the relevance of contextual 

variables in predicting both self-reported capacities and the essential characteristics of self-

determination. Particularly, opportunities given at school and at home to engage in self-

determined actions played a significant role. The practical implications of these findings and 

suggestions for future research are discussed.  
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Contextual Predictors of Self-Determined Actions in Students with and without 

Intellectual Disability 

  Students with intellectual disability can experience challenges during the period of 

transition from secondary to post-school life (e.g., from school to work, postsecondary 

education, and community living) as social and contextual demands gradually increase from 

classroom and family context requirements to job and citizenship demands (Morningstar, 

Lombardi, Fowler, & Test, 2015; Wehman, 2006). These changing demands create a need for 

environmental supports embedded in the community and individualized supports provided 

across work and education settings (Shogren, Luckasson, & Schalock, 2014). Teaching and 

supporting self-determination skills, such as choice making, self-management, goal setting 

and self-advocacy, can help students to face these contextual challenges when transitioning to 

adult life (Test, Mazzotti, Mustian, Fowler, Kortering, & Kohler, 2009).  

Promoting Self-Determination for All Students 

  There is evidence that promoting self-determination, defined as a “dispositional 

characteristic manifested as acting as the causal agent in one’s life” (Shogren, Wehmeyer, 

Palmer, Forber-Pratt, Little, & Lopez, 2015, p. 258), triggers more positive post-school 

transition outcomes for youth with and without disabilities (i.e., Shogren, Lopez, Wehmeyer, 

Little, & Pressgrove, 2006). For example, researchers have found that self-determination 

status when exiting high school significantly predicts postschool community access (β = 

1.078; p < .000) and employment (β = 0.504; p = .019) (Shogren, Wehmeyer, Palmer, 

Rifenbark, & Little, 2015). Fostering self-determination skills across the secondary education 

curriculum, providing students with supports to develop these skills, and offering a wide 

range of experiences and opportunities to exercise them can lead to enhanced self-

determination. In this sense, Shogren et al (2015) found increases in standardized mean 

scores on measures of self-determination to almost 10% after intervention. Wehmeyer and 
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colleagues (2012), in a study using the Self-Determined learning Model of Instruction 

(SDLMI; Mithaug, Wehmeyer, Agran, Martin, & Palmer, 1998) found a moderate benefit 

(typical for educational interventions) for the treatment group (effect size increases .00 to 

.30), in a randomized control trial of the impact of the SDLMI when self-determination skills 

were taught longitudinally and embedded across academic and transition curriculum-based 

activities. Providing all students, including those without disabilities, with opportunities to 

develop self-determination has been acknowledged as important (Shogren, Wehmeyer, & 

Lane, in press), as supporting the self-determination learning for students with intellectual 

disability in inclusive environments. Promoting self-determination with all students will 

create opportunities for them to benefit from universal and evidence-based educational 

instruction that results in greater outcomes, which aligns with the principles that are 

postulated by Multi-tiered Systems of Supports (MTSS) models. MTSS is an approach to 

organizing high quality academic and behavioral supports for all students, and utilizes a 

three-tiered model of supports based on student needs. Efforts have been made to emphasize 

college and career readiness skills in MTSS, which is naturally aligned with efforts to 

promote self-determination (Morningstar, Lombardi, Fowler, & Test, 2015). The ultimate 

goal of MTSS implementation encompasses the promotion of social, behavioral and 

academic competences providing a framework to teach transition skills and foster greater 

personal outcomes. Knowing one’s own strengths and weaknesses, setting accurate goals and 

self-regulating actions to reach those goals are just some examples of skills directly linked to 

self-determination that can benefit all students in MTSS frameworks (Shogren, Wehmeyer, 

Palmer, Forber-Pratt, Little, & Lopez, 2015) as these skills can act as supports to navigate 

contextual demands and promote success in school and post-school contexts.   

Assessing Self-Determination for All Students 
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 Literature largely supports that students with disabilities benefit from self-

determination interventions, for example showing mild (e.g., 10% in Shogren et al., 2015) to 

moderate increases (e.g., .30 increased effect size in Wehmeyer et al., 2012) in the skills 

related to self-determination, though less is known about students without disabilities 

(Shogren, 2013). Further research is needed on the factors that influence self-determination 

skills across students with and without disabilities to enable researchers and practitioners to 

assess and understand those factors. Such information can inform the development of Tier 1 

interventions to promote self-determination in MTSS frameworks. An assessment is under 

development, the Self-Determination Inventory: Student Report (SDI: SR; Shogren, 

Wehmeyer, Little, Forber-Pratt, Palmer, & Seo, 2015), to enable the measurement and 

evaluation of the outcomes described above. The instrument, which is currently being 

validated with students with and without disabilities, gathers data on the three essential 

characteristics of self-determined actions that are defined within the Causal Agency Theory 

framework (Shogren, Wehmeyer, Palmer, Forber-Pratt, Little, & Lopez, 2015):  volitional 

action, agentic action, and action control beliefs. The volitional actions domain collects 

information on the degree to which students act with autonomy and self-initiation and choose 

goals based on preferences. The agentic actions domain includes self-regulation, self-

direction and pathways thinking and refers to “the ability to self-regulate, keep goals in mind 

to work toward completion, and monitor progress toward goal attainment” (Palmer, 

Wehmeyer & Shogren, 2016; p. 16). Finally, action-control beliefs include control 

expectancy, psychological empowerment and self-realization and encompass one’s self-

knowledge of the capacities and the abilities that are used to reach a goal.  

Variables Influencing Self-Determination  

 Researchers have begun to explore the contextual factors (i.e., personal and 

environmental factors) that impact self-determined actions; however, further research is 
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needed. Promoting self-determination within an MTSS approach implies a focus on 

understanding environmental variables that influence self-determination (Shogren et al., 

2014), such as opportunities to develop self-determination, while taking personal variables 

into account (i.e., age, gender, support needs). Few studies to date have comprehensively 

examined both personal and environmental factors that exert an influence across students 

with and without disabilities, leading to incomplete information on the influence of context in 

shaping self-determination in students with and without disabilities (Mumbardó-Adam et al., 

2016). Provided opportunities both at school and at home support students with disabilities to 

engage in self-determined actions (Carter, Owens, Trainor, Sun, & Swedeen, 2009; Mason, 

Field, Sawilowsky, 2004; Cavendish, 2016; Pierson, Carter, Lane, & Glaeser, 2008), but have 

also not been found to be a significant predictor of self-determination skills (Shogren et al., 

2007).  

 Personal variables such as gender, age and level of intellectual functioning do also 

play a significant role in students’ self-reported self-determination (Shogren 2013), 

suggesting the importance of taking them into account when planning for instruction. For 

example, researchers have found that young women with disabilities in the U.S. are 

reportedly more self-determined (Lee et al., 2011; Shogren et al., 2007), though men without 

disabilities have also scored higher in terms of self-determination measures in other 

countries, such as Italy (Nota, Ferrari, Soresi, & Wehmeyer, 2007). Other studies in other 

cultural contexts, such as Spain, have not found significant differences based on gender 

(Vicente, Verdugo, Gómez-Vela, Fernández-Pulido, Wehmeyer, & Guillén, in press; 

Wehmeyer, & Garner, 2003). With regards to age, self-determination skills tend to increase 

throughout adolescence (Nota, Soresi, Ferrari, & Wehmeyer, 2011; Shogren, Wehmeyer, 

Palmer, & Paek, 2013), though it has not been reported as a significant self-determination 

predictor (Vicente, Verdugo, Gómez-Vela, Fernández-Pulido, Wehmeyer, & Guillén, in 
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press). In terms of intellectual functioning, several studies have found that IQ is a predictor of 

self-determination (Carter et al., 2013; McGuire & McDonnell, 2008; Shogren et al., 2007; 

Wehmeyer & Garner, 2003), though IQ does not solely account for differences in self-

determination levels (Mumbardó-Adam et al., 2016). As this body of research suggests, there 

is a need for further empirical work to address how those described variables impact the self-

determination construct across students with and without disabilities to inform the 

development of frameworks for embedding self-determination interventions in MTSS 

models.  

 As such, this primarily descriptive study sought to answer two research questions. 

First, this study explored differences between students with and without intellectual disability 

enrolled in Spanish schools in terms of their self-reported capacities and opportunities for 

self-determination, and the self-reported levels of the three essential characteristics of self-

determination (volitional action, agentic action, and action-control beliefs). We specifically 

focused on students with intellectual disability, compared to students without disabilities, 

because of the structure of the secondary education system in Spain, where this study was 

conducted. Second, this study sought to examine the personal and environmental variables 

that predict the three essential characteristics of self-determined actions and the students’ 

self-reported capacities for self-determination. Answering these questions will allow us to 

broaden our understanding of self-determination development and expression across contexts 

and cultures by informing and enriching the existing body of literature through knowledge 

embedded in a specific cultural context (described below). 

Method 

Participants 

 Study participants were recruited across different geographical zones of Catalonia, a 

region of the north of Spain, targeting both rural and urban zones. Given that the target age of 
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participants was 13-22, several schools and universities, each with a well-established long-

term collaboration history with the research team, were invited to participate in the study. 

Specifically, we intentionally contacted fifteen general education schools and universities and 

special schools that primarily served students with intellectual disability spread throughout 

the geographical zones of Catalonia. From the 15 contacted, 12 general education schools, 

universities, and special schools agreed to participate in the study, 3 general education 

schools: 2 private general education schools and a college university, and 9 special education 

schools for students with intellectual disability. A sample of the questionnaires was sent to 

special education schools (n = 9), so as teachers could intentionally chose all the school 

students aged 13 to 22 years with intellectual disability who could provide reliable 

information when answering the questions (i.e., they should have enough language 

comprehension to understand the items if support was provided) and were willing to 

participate. Once potential participants were selected, consent (either from the parent or the 

participant if they were of legal age) was obtained. For student participants who were not of 

legal age, assent was also obtained. Each school provided about 6 students (M = 6.11; S = 

2.03). 

 General education schools (n = 2) were asked to select a class between 9th and 12th 

grade, and the college university was asked to select a 1st or 2nd year class. Participating sites 

selected a 9th and 11th grade class, as well as a 1st year university class. Only those students 

with consent for participation were included. None of those classes in the general education 

schools had students with intellectual disability enrolled, which reflects the current status of 

educational placement in Catalonia of students with intellectual disability, where 42% of 

students with intellectual disability are still being taught in separate settings, (Ministerio de 

Educación, Cultura y Deporte, 2015). Therefore, promoting research to describe and better 
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understand the Spanish school context is critical to inform current and future practices and 

policies to promote inclusive practices, a target of the Catalonia Ministry of Education.  

 In total, 114 middle school and high school youth in Spain participated in the study; 

55 (48.2%) were students with mild to moderate intellectual disability enrolled in special 

education schools and 59 (51.8%) were students without disabilities enrolled in public and 

private general education schools or a university. On average, students were 17 years old (M 

= 17.36; SD = 2.70), ranging from 13 to 22, the majority being female (66.7%). In terms of 

disability severity, 26 (47.3%) students were reported as having mild intellectual disability 

and 26 (47.3%) were classified as having a moderate intellectual disability. Additionally, 3 

students (5.4%) were diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder. In terms of race/ethnicity, 

the majority of the sample was white/Caucasian (96.5%), with 3.5% of the students being 

Hispanic.  

Procedures  

 Students responded to two self-report surveys (described below) on their self-

determination skills and capacities and opportunities to engage in self-determined actions. 

They were first asked to complete the Self-Determination Inventory System: Student Report 

(SDI-SR; Shogren, Wehmeyer, Little, Forber-Pratt, Palmer, & Seo, 2015) followed by the 

AIR Self-Determination Scale (AIR; Wolman, Campeau, Dubois, Mithaug, & Stolarski, 

1994), and were provided as much time as needed to complete the scales. The first author 

was present during the questionnaires administration to support administration and clarify of 

items and response scales, consistent with scale administration protocols.  If there were 

missing answers, the first author followed up with students to determine if they have 

inadvertently skipped questions, which was the case for all the detected missing answers (n = 

12), and were then asked to complete them; or if they have decided to leave items 

unanswered. For students with intellectual disability, supports included: (1) facilitating access 
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to information (i, e. reading the questions), (2) understanding and interpreting questions (i.e., 

giving synonyms of misunderstood words), and (3) marking answers on paper in case of 

motor impairment. All the students with intellectual disability (n = 55) were provided with at 

least one type of support, depending on their needs. 

Instruments 

 The Self-Determination Inventory System. The SDI-SR measures the essential 

characteristics of self-determination action, which are volitional actions, agentic actions and 

action-control beliefs (Shogren, Wehmeyer, Palmer, Forber-Pratt, Little, & Lopez, 2015). 

The instrument operationalizes Causal Agency Theory, and builds on previous assessments 

such as The Arc’s Self-Determination Scale (ARC-SD; Wehmeyer & Kelchner, 1995), which 

operationalized the functional model of self-determination (Wehmeyer, 1992; Wehmeyer, 

Kelchner, & Richards, 1996) to measure personal self-determination. The Spanish pilot 

version of the SDI-SR, which was translated and is being validated in Spanish populations, 

was used in this study. The SDI-SR Spanish version includes 51 items and is divided into the 

same three dimensions and eight sub-dimensions of the previously described original English 

version. To answer each item, students draw a mark on a line that simulates a ruler with tick 

marks that are subsequently used to calculate scores on a scale ranging from 0 (“I disagree”) 

to 10 (“I agree”). The self-regulation subscale is however rated in a different way, as it 

comprises 6 items that represent 6 different situations, with a beginning and an end. The 

student is provided with 3 options to complete the middle of the situation, representing 

different ways to reach the end of the story given its beginning, and must match them to the 

following labels “best option”, “next best option” and “worst option”. The SDI-SR, which is 

currently being validated and normed in an American population of students with and without 

disabilities, has demonstrated acceptable model fit (χ2 (34) = 63.861, RMSEA = .075, CFI = 

.976, TLI = .960, SRMR = .038) in adolescents with and without disabilities (Shogren, 



SD Contextual Predictors 

11 

 

Wehmeyer, Little, Forber-Pratt, Palmer, & Seo, 2015).  

 The AIR Self-Determination Scale. The AIR-S measures a person’s capacities and 

opportunities for self-determination and is available in Student, Educator, and Parent 

versions. For the purpose of this study, the Spanish pilot version of the student form (AIR-S), 

which is currently being adapted and validated into Spanish populations for youth with and 

without disabilities, was used to measure students’ capacity and opportunities for self- 

determination. The AIR-S has 24 questions that are divided in two scales that gather data on 

students’ self-reported capacities and opportunities to engage in self-determined actions. The 

Capacity scale is further divided into two subscales and covers questions about student’s (1) 

ability related to self-determination (Ability subscale) and (2) perceptions about performing 

self-determined actions (Perception subscale). The Opportunity scale is also composed of two 

subscales that measure (1) students’ perceptions of their opportunities to perform self-

determined actions at home (Opportunities at Home subscale) and (2) at school 

(Opportunities at School subscale). Scores are rated on a Likert scale from 1 (Never) to 5 

(Always). The AIR has been extensively used in the field and has been shown to have 

adequate test-retest reliability (.74 after 3 months) and a strong internal consistency (split-half 

test = .95; Cronbach’s alpha ranging from .89 to .99). In terms of validity, the original 

authors conducted a factor analysis that supported a four-factor structure explaining the 74% 

of the instrument variance (Mithaug, Mithaug, Agran, Martin, & Wehmeyer, 2003).  

Data Analysis 

 To answer our first research question, we tested for differences in the means of the 

four subscales of the AIR and the three subscales of the SDI-SR, using t-tests comparing 

students with and without intellectual disability. For the second research question, given the 

complexity of the models we wanted to analyze, since both the response variables and the 

predictors were measured in different metrics, General Linear Models were performed. The 
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following variables were used as response variables: capacities, volitional actions, agentic 

actions and action-control beliefs. Personal variables including the presence of intellectual 

disability, gender and age, and environmental variables such as opportunities at home and at 

school were treated as predictors. For the purposes of this study the Capacity scale was used 

without differentially treating its two subscales as a response variable, whereas the two 

subscales of the Opportunity scale were used independently as predictors. Four models were 

then analyzed, one for each response variable, with the previously described environmental 

and personal variables as predictors.    

First, composite scores were created to represent the four response variables as well as 

two predictor variables: students’ opportunities at home and at school. Students rated the 

opportunities they were provided in both contexts to engage in self-determined actions on a 

scale of 1 to 5, with 1 being “Never” and 5 being “Always”. Each student’s responses were 

summed to form the Opportunities at School and Opportunities at Home composite score. For 

self-reported capacities and each of the three characteristics of self-determined actions, a) 

volitional actions, b) agentic actions, and c) action-control beliefs composite scores were 

created assuming all the items loadings to have the same weight. A linear model was 

assumed due to the newness of Causal Agency Theory and the lack of empirical knowledge. 

Then, Kolmogorov-Smirnov tests were performed to check the normality assumption of the 

data distribution. For all the response variables, and with at least one predictor variable, 

Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was statistically significant (e.g., for agentic action and gender, p 

= .004), so models were performed assuming gamma distributions (Guàrdia-Olmos, Fuente, 

& Lozano, 2008). Finally, logarithm links were used for the continuous response variables 

(volitional actions, agentic actions, and action-control beliefs) and power link at 0.05 for the 

ordinal response variable (capacities). Race/ethnicity was not added as a predictor variable, 

due to the low variability in the data (96.5% white/Caucasian). All the analyses were 
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performed using SPSS 22.0 version software with signification corrected for Bonferroni 

procedure. 

Results  

 The first research question explored whether there were significant differences 

between students with and without intellectual disability in their capacities and opportunities 

for self-determined behaviors in their contexts and in the three essential characteristics of 

self-determination. Differences were found in students’ self-reported capacities (t (89.29) = -

2.022, p = .046), with students without disabilities scoring higher, and although Bonferroni 

correction does not yield statistical significance in this case, a significance tendency must be 

outlined. Similarly, students without disabilities reported more opportunities at home (t (112) 

= -2.082, p = .040) to develop self-determination. For opportunities given at school, 

significant differences were found (t (112) = 2.49, p = .014), but students with intellectual 

disability scored higher. Significant differences were found in essential characteristics of self-

determined actions: volitional actions (t (112) = -7.227, p < .001), agentic actions (t (96.31) = 

-7.22, p < .001), and action-control beliefs (t (102.65) = -4.641, p < .001).  In all domains, 

students without disabilities reported higher self-determination scores. 

 The second research question asked whether personal and environmental variables 

also play a significant role in predicting both the essential characteristics of self-determined 

actions and self-reported capacity for self-determination. Results are presented in Table 1 for 

the essential characteristics, but the most relevant findings are synthesized below. Regarding 

volitional actions (M = 68.215, SD = 13.126), the model showed a good fit both by logarithm 

likelihood ratio estimate (LLR = -404.595) and omnibus contrast (χ2 = 104,362, df = 42, p < 

.001). Intellectual disability (p < .001) and opportunities at home (p = .015) significantly 

predicted volitional action. None of the other predictors were significantly associated with 

volitional actions.  
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 For agentic action (M = 49.546, SD = 8.172), the model showed a good fit both by 

logarithm likelihood ratio estimate (LLR = -361.47) and omnibus contrast (χ2 = 89.322, df = 

42, p < .001). Intellectual disability (p < .001) and age (p = .018) significantly predicted 

agentic action. None of the other predictors were significantly associated with agentic action. 

 In terms of action-control beliefs (M = 74.011, SD = 11.709), the model showed good 

fit both by logarithm likelihood ratio estimate (LLR = -382.707) and omnibus contrast (χ2 = 

128.883, df = 42, p < .001). Intellectual disability (p < .001), age (p = .007), opportunities at 

school (p = .006) and opportunities at home (p < .001) significantly predicted action-control 

beliefs. None of the other predictors were significantly associated with action-control beliefs. 

Insert Table 1 about here 

 Table 2 gathers the results for self-reported capacity for self-determination. Personal 

and environmental variables played a significant role in predicting students’ self-reported 

capacities. The model showed a good fit for self-reported capacities (M = 23.75, SD = 3.355), 

both by logarithm likelihood ratio estimate (LLR = -233.943) and omnibus contrast (χ2 = 

136.020, df = 42, p < .001). Age (p = .001). Opportunities at school (p < .001) and 

opportunities at home (p < .001) significantly predicted students’ self-reported capacities, 

whereas none of the other predictors were significantly associated with it. 

Insert Table 2 about here 

Discussion 

Summary of Findings 

 The main aim of this study was to explore if personal and environmental factors acted 

as predictors of the essential characteristics of self-determination and student’s self-reported 

capacities for self-determination. The results of the study confirm other research that suggests 

that students with intellectual disability tend to report lower scores on personal measures of 

self-determination (e.g., Shogren, Kennedy, Dowsett, Garnier-Villarreal, & Little, 2012). 
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Interestingly, the findings also suggest that students with intellectual disability, when 

compared to their peers without disabilities, report more opportunities to develop self-

determination skills at school, but fewer opportunities at home in Spain. This suggests a 

differential emphasis on self-determination in special schools, identifying a need to consider 

ways to enhance the focus in regular schools, particularly as greater inclusion and the 

adoption of MTSS models are considered. Further research is also needed to explore if this 

holds across cultural contexts, and the degree to which self-determination is valued at higher 

levels in supports for students with intellectual and other disabilities.  

Intellectual disability predicted each of three essential characteristics of self-

determination. Volitional actions were also predicted by opportunities at home; agentic 

actions by age; and action-control beliefs by age, opportunities at school and at home. 

Finally, opportunities provided both at school and at home to develop self-determined skills, 

as well as age predicted student’s self-reported capacities for self-determination. These 

findings confirm that self-determination develops as students’ age (Nota, Soresi, Ferrari, & 

Wehmeyer, 2011; Shogren, Wehmeyer, Palmer, & Paek, 2013) and that students with 

intellectual disability tend to report lower levels of self-determination.  

Environmental Variables Predicting Self-Determination 

Previous studies (Carter, Owens, Trainor, Sun, & Swedeen, 2009; Cavendish, 2016; 

Cavendish, 2016; Mason, Field, Sawilowsky, 2004; Pierson, Carter, Lane, & Glaeser, 2008) 

have described opportunities for self-determination as significant predictors of self-

determined actions, but none examined them along with factors in students with and without 

disabilities. The finding that essential characteristics of self-determination and self-reported 

capacities for self-determination are predicted either by opportunities at home or at school, or 

by both, suggests the critical importance of these opportunities. However, a unique finding of 

this study is that across students with and without disabilities it appears differential 



SD Contextual Predictors 

16 

 

opportunities may be provided across home and school environments. Perhaps schools 

systems are placing greater focus on self-determination in the Spanish context for students 

with intellectual disability, aligned with research and practice strategies emerging in the field.   

However, less work has focused on family expectations and how self-determination can be 

supported in the home environment, perhaps reflecting the need for more focus on supporting 

families to promote self-determination (Palmer et al., 2003, 2016).  Further research is 

needed to further explore this finding, and to consider ways to intervene with students with 

and without disabilities across home and school environments, with a particularly focus on 

integrated environments.  

Further, while intellectual disability was found to have an impact on the three 

essential characteristics of self-determination, it was not a significant predictor of students’ 

self-reported capacities. This highlights that the AIR Self-Determination Scale is measuring 

differing elements related to capacity and opportunities for self-determination that diverge 

from the essential characteristics of self-determination measured by the SDI-SR, consistent 

with previous research (Shogren et al., 2008). The SDI-SR provides information on the 

degree to which students endorse the three essential characteristics of self-determination. 

Because SDI-SR seems to display a snapshot of the students’ self-determination abilities at a 

specific time, we could expect intellectual disability to be a predictor of these essential 

characteristics. Further research is needed, particularly across students with and without 

intellectual disability, to examine differences in the aspects of self-determination measured 

on the two scales, as well as to inform the use of the scales in educational planning and 

evaluation of interventions to support the development of self-determination in students with 

and without disabilities in inclusive settings.   

Limitations 

 The previously presented findings do have some limitations that must be considered 
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in interpreting the findings.  First, the sample was intentionally recruited in Spain, so the 

results might be interpreted within the context where the sample was drawn. Second, the 

students with intellectual disability in our sample were not representative of the entire 

population of students with disabilities as they were enrolled in special education schools for 

students with intellectual disability. Therefore, the results of this study are limited to a 

comparative description of students with disabilities in a specific segregated context, 

compared to students without disabilities in general education contexts. However, this 

information is important as efforts are being made in Spain to consider ways to educate more 

students in the general education schools and classrooms, and informs issues to be considered 

with working to transfer instruction on self-determination to those environments.  Our results 

preliminary describe the relevance of environmental factors in self-determination 

development, though this influence might substantially vary when dealing with students with 

disabilities enrolled in general education schools, necessitating future research. Third, only a 

small number of personal variables were assessed in this study, as race/ethnicity, for 

example, could not be analyzed due to the scarce sample variability. Fourth, data on students 

support needs could not be collected or analyzed, and schools could only provide students 

intellectual functioning. Further in the analyses, only the presence or absence of intellectual 

disability was considered, which narrows the interpretation. 

Implications for Research and Practice 

  Despite these limitations, the findings provide direction for future research and 

practice. Causal agency theory (Shogren, Wehmeyer, Palmer, Forber-Pratt, Little, & Lopez, 

2015) provides practitioners and researchers with an updated framework to fully describe, 

understand, assess and develop strategies to teach self-determination skills to students with 

and without disabilities. However, the newness of this framework and of considering the role 

of self-determination as a Tier 1 intervention to promote access for all students to general 
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education schools and curriculum necessitates future research. Clearly, in the Spanish 

context, emphasis has been placed on self-determination in segregated classrooms, but 

considering ways to incorporate this into the general education classroom and curriculum for 

all students as students with intellectual disability become part of those classrooms is needed.  

Work is also needed to understand opportunities provided at home and school for students 

with and without disabilities. Limited research has examined opportunities at home across 

students with and without disabilities, in any cultural context, suggesting the need for future 

research both on opportunities provided at home as well as on how to coordinate self-

determination instruction and supports across home and school. Abilities linked to volitional 

actions, such as making autonomous choices, are traditionally taught and learned at school 

from early ages (Palmer, Wehmeyer, & Shogren, 2016) in many contexts, particularly the 

Spanish context, and might be less impacted in adolescence and young adulthood by other 

personal factors, as found in this study. However, opportunities provided at home do 

influence volitional actions development, where students with disabilities reported to have 

fewer occasions to engage in self-determined actions when compared with their peers without 

disabilities. Family supports are needed to create opportunities for youths to develop 

volitional actions. Together with agentic actions, those skills will lay the foundations of 

action-control beliefs, which might be then endorsed in both home and school contexts 

(Palmer, Wehmeyer, & Shogren, 2016). 

 Differing from other findings in Spanish context (Vicente et al., in press), where age 

has not been found to be a significant predictor of self-determination, our results find that 

students’ age directly influences both the abilities to direct and regulate actions, and their 

beliefs about their abilities to reach their goals. Those skills might as well progressively 

develop as a result of the students’ interaction with their challenging contexts (Palmer, 

Wehmeyer, & Shogren, 2016) and need to be taught from early adolescence. Future research 
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might go deeper in developing tailored interventions delivered in ways that benefit both 

younger and older students.  

 The findings suggest that both school and family context directly impact action-

control beliefs. Within these contexts, major efforts need to be done to strengthen and boost 

students’ sense of personal empowerment (Shogren, Garnier-Villarreal, Dowsett, & Little, 

2016). Supports provided by families and teachers are critical to foster and strengthen 

students’ self-awareness about the abilities they have to achieve freely chosen goals. Future 

studies should then explore ways for families to closely collaborate with schools (Haines, 

Gross, Blue-Banning, Francis, & Turnbull, 2015; Lee, Palmer, Turnbull, & Wehmeyer, 2006) 

to create consistent opportunities across contexts for youth to build and enhance their 

personal sense of empowerment. Future work is also needed to consider ways to involve 

teachers in regular schools to promote self-determination for all students, particularly in 

Spanish context, where both self-determination research (e.g., Gómez-Vela, Verdugo, 

González, Badia, & Wehmeyer, 2012) and assessment (e.g.,Verdugo, Vicente, Fernández-

Pulido, Gómez-Vela, Wehmeyer, & Guillén, 2015) have been primarily centered in students 

with intellectual disability, and in special education schools (e.g., Arellano, & Peralta, 2013). 

Conclusions 

 To close, this study has contributed with empirical knowledge on the variables that 

must be considered when planning for self-determination instruction. Environmental 

opportunities provide a foundation for building the essential characteristics of self-

determined actions (Cavendish, 2016; Shogren et al., 2008), stressing the need to build 

educational environments where opportunities to learn self-determination skills are provided 

to all students (Shogren et al., in press). Within MTSS frameworks, Tier 1 supports are 

universally and preventively designed to offer opportunities for learning to all students. The 

promotion of self-determination is for all students at Tier 1 (Shogren et al., in press); 
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however, if self-determination is to be embedded in MTSS models in inclusive settings, 

further work is needed to examine how to promote opportunities for self-determination at 

school for all students in inclusive settings to address differences in self-determination. As an 

example, the Self-Determined Learning Model of Instruction (Mithaug, Wehmeyer, Agran, 

Martin, & Palmer, 1998) stands out as an effective tool (Wehmeyer et al., 2012) that could be 

used at the Tier 1 level to organize instruction to enable all students to plan steps towards 

reaching an academic goal, through a problem solving process, which is emphasized in the 

general curriculum (Shogren et al., in press).   

 This is particularly important given the finding that students without disabilities 

surprisingly reported having fewer opportunities at school to develop self-determined actions, 

suggesting that perhaps because of the emphasis on self-determination on the disability field, 

greater opportunities are being provided for students with intellectual disability, particularly 

in segregated schools. Though efforts are being made in fostering universal educational 

settings for all students in Catalonia (Duran, Giné, & Marchesi, 2010), special education 

schools remain the placement where the most of secondary students with intellectual 

disability are enrolled in (64%; Ministerio de Educación, Cultura y Deporte, 2015). Inclusive 

secondary settings are still developing supports for students, including students with and 

without disabilities, to participate and progress in the curriculum, and in self-determination 

instruction, based on their unique learning needs (Echeita et al., 2009). Research in the 

Catalan context has pointed out that special schools must start to change, stressing that they 

may serve as supports for regular schools, providing them with their knowledge, experience 

and resources to build educational settings for all students to reach their personal outcomes 

(Font-Roura et al., 2013). Then, in Catalonia, Spain, and in all countries, efforts are needed to 

determine not only where students with intellectual disability learn, but how to effectively 

support them in inclusive contexts to develop critical skills, such as self-determination 
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(Ayres, Lowrey, Douglas, & Sievers, 2011; Font-Roura, & Giné, 2016; Shogren, McCart, 

Lyon, & Sailor, 2015). 
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Table 1 

Predictors of essential characteristics of self-determination 

Model χ2 Likelihood-ratio Coefficients df 

Volitional actions   

Opportunities at Home 29.223* 15 

Opportunities at School 21.841 16 

Intellectual Disability 37.091** 1 

Gender .234 1 

Age 14.021 9 

Agentic actions   

Opportunities at Home 15.685 15 

Opportunities at School 15.685 16 

Intellectual Disability 36.796** 1 

Gender .801 1 

Age 19.942* 9 

Action-control beliefs   

Opportunities at Home 65.872** 15 

Opportunities at School 28.659* 16 

Intellectual Disability 24.057** 1 

Gender 2.845 1 

Age 22.609** 9 

Note: *p < .05, **p < .01 
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 Table 2 

Predictors of self-reported Capacities 

Model χ2 Likelihood-ratio Coefficients  df 

Opportunities at Home 61.233** 15 

Opportunities at School 45.731** 16 

Intellectual Disability 4.583 1 

Gender 3.415 1 

Age 27.025** 9 

Note: *p < .05, **p < .01 

 


