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Abstract
Developing self-determination for autistic young people and those with a learning disability can improve adulthood outcomes 
and quality of life. Understanding self-determination through an ecological framework, which accounts for the interaction 
between the individual and their environment, can bridge the gap between intervention research and educational practice. 
This systematic review brings together all interventions aimed at developing global self-determination for autistic young 
people and those with a learning disability aged 15–25. Overall, 27 articles met the inclusion criteria, evaluating 19 different 
self-determination interventions. There is emerging evidence that interventions conducted in real-world settings can improve 
self-determination for autistic young people and those with a learning disability; however, further research is needed on the 
role of different aspects of the environment.
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Introduction

Historically, autism has been regarded as a childhood 
condition, which resulted in a significant lack of under-
standing and research on the experiences of autistic 
adults and how they can lead fulfilling lives (Bellon-
Harn & Manachaiah, 2021; Pellicano et  al., 2022). 
Recent years have seen an increase in attention to autism 
adulthood research; however, this population continues 

to receive the least funding in autism research (Cervantes 
et  al., 2021). Therefore, a need remains for research 
focusing not only on the opportunities and challenges 
of autistic adults, but also on appropriate services and 
support for transitioning to adult life. The concept of 
self-determination is recognised as important in under-
standing the transition from school to adulthood as it 
has been linked to improved outcomes and quality of life 
(Lachapelle et al., 2005; Shogren & Shaw, 2016).

Estimates show that 65/10,000 of the worldwide popula-
tion is autistic (Zeidan et al., 2022). Autism is a lifelong 
neurodevelopmental condition characterised by differences 
in communication and interaction and how an individual 
perceives and interacts with the world (American Psychi-
atric Association, 2013). Early descriptions of autism have 
characterised it as a childhood condition, but research in the 
recent decades has provided a clearer picture of prevalence 
rates throughout the life cycle, as well as wider understand-
ing and recognition of autism at different life stages (Elsab-
bagh et al., 2012). Autistic individuals show preferences for 
predictability and routines; thus, the introduction of new 
environments and expectations that come with the transi-
tion to adulthood can bring significant challenges (American 
Psychiatric Association, 2013). Autistic adults have shorter 
life expectancy (Hirvikoski et al., 2016), experience higher 
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risks of having a sensory impairment (e.g. deafness/hear-
ing loss and blindness/sight loss), of physical disability 
(Rydzewska et al., 2018), cardiovascular problems (Cashin 
et al., 2018), and high rates of early parkinsonism (Stark-
stein et al., 2015). Co-occurring mental health conditions 
are highly prevalent in the autistic population (Lai et al., 
2019), and suicidal ideation and attempts are higher than 
in the general population (Zahid & Upthegrove, 2017). In 
the UK, less than a third of working age autistic people are 
in a form of employment, the lowest rate of any disabled 
group (Buckland, 2024), are socially disadvantaged (Brugha 
et al., 2011), and over-represented in homeless populations 
(Churchard et al., 2019).

It is estimated that over a third of autistic individuals also 
have a learning disability,1 although estimates vary among 
studies due to a range of factors such as resource availabil-
ity, community awareness, and sociodemographic factors 
(Autism & Developmental Disabilities Monitoring Network, 
2012; Katusic et al., 2021; Maenner, 2021; Shenouda et al., 
2023; Zeidan et al., 2022). Learning disability is lifelong 
and is defined by the Department of Health (2001, p. 14) as:

‘a significantly reduced ability to understand new or 
complex information, to learn new skills (impaired 
intelligence), with a reduced ability to cope indepen-
dently (impaired social functioning), which started 
before adulthood.’

Individuals with a learning disability also experience 
poor life outcomes including higher rates of mortality 
(Abuga et al., 2021), health inequalities (Emerson et al., 
2016), delays in care or treatment (White et al., 2023), lim-
ited adulthood opportunities such as being in paid employ-
ment (Nuffield Trust, 2023) or housing choice (Blood et al., 
2024). They are also overrepresented in homeless popula-
tions (Durbin et al., 2018) and experience higher rates of 
mental health conditions (Cooper et al., 2007).

Higher levels of self-determination have been found 
to lead to more positive transition outcomes for students 
with disabilities generally, including academic (Lee et al., 
2010), employment, financial independence, independent 
living (Wehmeyer & Garner, 2003; Wehmeyer & Palmer, 
2003), and more positive quality of life and life satisfaction 
(Nota et al., 2007). Moreover, Cobb et al., (2009, p. 108) 
saw self-determination as ‘a key component of high-quality 
transition services’. The 1989 National Conference on Self-
Determination marked the beginning of a movement of pro-
moting self-determination in special education, following 

the development of Self-Determination Theory (SDT) by 
Deci and Ryan (1985). Self-determination has been widely 
defined and used in special education and disabilities litera-
ture (Field, 1996). In the present review, we understand self-
determination as defined by Campeau et al., (1993, p. 2):

‘choosing and enacting choices to control one’s life – 
to the maximum extent possible – based on knowing 
and valuing oneself, and in pursuit of one’s own needs, 
interests and values.’

According to Abery (1994), most initial research in 
self-determination as an educational outcome was focused 
on measuring characteristics and skills of the individual, 
which has led to conclusions of deficits for students with 
disabilities. This individually focused interpretation caused 
‘a lack of appreciation of the important role that a person’s 
ecological contexts play in the development and use of 
skills relevant to self-determination’ (Abery, 1994, p. 350). 
In order to challenge this deficit-based model, Abery and 
Stancliffe (1996, p. 114) propose an ecological framework 
for self-determination, conceptualizing it as ‘a product of 
an ongoing interaction between individuals and the multiple 
environments within which they function’. Wehmeyer (2003) 
argues that regarding self-determination from an ecological 
perspective does not disregard other theoretical traditions 
that focus on important individual skills and capacities, but 
rather that it includes the individual and all of their capaci-
ties in the broader context. Abery and Stancliffe (2003, p. 
27) note that self-determination does not simply ‘lie within 
the person’, but rather it is:

‘the product of both the individual and the environment 
- of the person using the skills, knowledge and beliefs 
at his/her disposal to act on the environment with the 
goal of obtaining valued and desired outcomes’.

The ecological framework of self-determination is based 
on Bronfenbrenner’s bioecologial model of human devel-
opment. Bronfenbrenner (1974) developed this approach in 
response to his belief that much previous research had been 
ecologically invalid due to being conducted through labo-
ratory-based experiments that did not reflect children’s eve-
ryday lives. Bronfenbrenner (1979, p. 8) proposed the study 
of human development in context, through ‘a theory of envi-
ronmental interconnections and their impact on the forces 
directly affecting psychological growth’. This is composed 
by four layers, often represented through concentric circles 
to identify a range of environmental influences with the 
developing child at the centre: microsystem, mesosystem, 
exosystem, and macrosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1989). Bron-
fenbrenner (1979, p. 16) argued that human development 
is a result of the ‘interaction between the growing human 
organism and its environment’, and this should be the foun-
dation of behavioural science. According to Wehmeyer et al. 

1  We use ‘learning disability’ instead of ‘intellectual disability’ 
because the term is more positively perceived and more commonly 
used in the UK and is the preferred term of self-advocates (Cluley, 
2018).
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(2010), developing self-determination interventions from an 
ecological model, which focuses on emphasising both the 
capacity of the person and modifying the environment to 
ensure success, is particularly relevant for autistic students. 
This environment might be supportive or thwarting/control-
ling of the needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness 
associated with self-determination (Ryan & Deci, 2017). 
Environments range from being supportive to actively cre-
ating barriers to the exercise of self-determination; therefore, 
an understanding of individual characteristics as well as the 
influence of ecology are needed (Abery & Stancliffe, 2003). 
Wachs (1983) explains that models of the physical environ-
ment looking at its impact on development are not produc-
tive, but rather researchers should consider which specific 
aspects of the environment are relevant for what aspects of 
the development and for which individuals. Wachs (1987, p. 
292) introduced the ecological question below, which frames 
the discussions of this review:

‘Under what environments (situations, programs and 
settings) have what kinds of persons (the diverse char-
acteristics of all youth with disabilities) changed in 
what kinds of behaviors (school and therapeutic per-
sistence, violent behavior)?’

Constructing the self-determination of autistic young peo-
ple and/or learning disabilities through an ecological frame-
work means looking at the individual’s strengths, skills, and 
knowledge, as well as the characteristics of their immediate 
environments. Difficulties such as those with social com-
munication and social interaction can hinder spontane-
ity of skill demonstration, which leads to increased adult 
prompting and support (Hume et al., 2009). Moreover, strict 
stimulus control when teaching specific skills can enhance 
student reliance on adult cues and increase the likelihood of 
prompt dependence and increased passivity (Hume et al., 
2009). When looking at the school context, evidence sug-
gests that teachers’ views on students’ self-determination can 
be impacted by students’ social and communication difficul-
ties (Carter et al., 2006).

Being aware of areas of interest is also important in the 
ecological framing of self-determination, particularly for 
autistic students, as they represent manifestations of choice 
and preference (Zager & Wehmeyer, 2019) and can lead to 
increased motivation and engagement (Koegel et al., 2010). 
Differences in executive functioning profiles should also be 
taken into consideration particularly when designing and 
implementing self-determination interventions for autistic 
students and/or learning disabilities. Of particular interest in 
relation to the expression of self-determination are the abil-
ity to plan multi-step sequences of events and dealing with 
new situations and information (Hume et al., 2014). Further-
more, goal setting and attainment, also related to promoting 
self-determined behaviour, can present challenges due to the 

sequential characteristic of goal-directed behaviour (Chou 
et al., 2017).

Constructing the self-determination of autistic young 
people and/or learning disabilities through an ecologi-
cal framework can be achieved through environments that 
are supportive of the needs for autonomy, competence, 
and relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2017; Zager & Wehmeyer, 
2019). For school-based self-determination interventions, an 
autonomy-supportive environment includes opportunities for 
students to choose, self-direct, and self-regulate their learn-
ing, which is structured around their strengths, interests, 
and curiosity, to create meaningful and purposeful learning 
(Zager & Wehmeyer, 2019). Teaching staff play an essen-
tial role in providing autonomy-supportive environments, 
through behaviours such as active listening, allowing time 
for independent work, being less directing and demanding, 
placing emphasis on praising mastery, and responding to 
student-generated questions (Reeve, 2002). Competence 
supports involve educational practices that encourage stu-
dents to believe that they are capable and competent (Zager 
& Wehmeyer, 2019). This does not imply the acquisition of 
certain skills, but rather a perception of oneself as compe-
tent, which can be encouraged through a focus on mastery 
goals and collaboration, instead of competition and per-
formance goals. It can involve provisions of structure and 
positive feedback, optimally challenging learning activities 
that are based on students’ interests, encourage self-directing 
and self-regulating. Teachers should also provide students 
with appropriate tools and feedback to promote success and 
feelings of efficacy (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). Lastly, an envi-
ronment that is supportive of relatedness is one that enables 
individuals to experience a sense of belonging and connec-
tion with others. When students’ strengths are recognised, 
interests are emphasised, and volitional action is supported 
(autonomy supports); when students believe they are capable 
and competent (competence supports), they are more likely 
to feel a sense of belongingness and that others care about 
them (Zager & Wehmeyer, 2019). Thus, an environment in 
which both autonomy and competence supports are present 
should also provide support for relatedness. Niemiec and 
Ryan (2009, p. 139) explain that relatedness in the class-
room is ‘deeply associated with a student feeling that the 
teacher genuinely likes, respects, and values him or her’. 
Thus, students who experience this are more likely to feel 
more motivated and engaged in their learning. Relatedness-
supportive teaching has been identified as being related to 
teachers showing enthusiasm towards students’ work, offer-
ing a rational and meaningful purpose for work, and provid-
ing supportive feedback (Zager & Wehmeyer, 2019).

Despite the increasing interest in research on self-deter-
mination for autistic students, there is a lack of empirical 
intervention research for this population (Chou et al., 2017; 
Wehmeyer et al., 2010). However, a recent review conducted 
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by Morán et al. (2021) identified 18 studies looking at fac-
tors impacting development or interventions on self-deter-
mination that included at least one autistic student. Autistic 
individuals with a learning disability face selection bias in 
research. Russell et al. (2019) found that over 90% of autis-
tic research participants did not have a learning disability, 
a shared feature in all areas of autism research. The present 
systematic review was conducted as part of a wider project 
looking at the development of teaching practice to support 
the self-determination of autistic students with learning disa-
bilities (Cristescu, 2023). The study was conducted in an all-
through autism specialist school in England, UK, where the 
2015 Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) 
Code of Practice: 0 to 25 years (Department for Education, 
2015) provides guidance and details of the legal require-
ments that must be followed by local authorities, health bod-
ies, schools, and colleges. The study was based on a collabo-
ration with autistic students with learning disabilities aged 
16–19 and their teaching staff to develop teaching practice to 
promote self-determination and better transition outcomes. 
With this in mind, along with the shared poor outcomes and 
opportunities previously discussed and the overlap between 
autism and learning disabilities, the present review includes 
self-determination interventions for both populations for stu-
dents aged 15–25. The choice to expand the age range for 
the participants in the studies included in the review was to 
be in line with the English SEND Code of Practice, which 
provides guidance for pupils up to the age of 25 and also 
emphasises the importance of transitions planning at the age 
of 15 years. Furthermore, the ecological framework provides 
a different approach to Morán et al. (2021)’s and an updated 
systematic review of self-determination interventions. Stud-
ies were included if they were published from 1985 when 
SDT was developed and before the end of 2023 when the 
present review was conducted.

Therefore, the present review set out to (1) identify and 
synthesise interventions that target self-determination for 
autistic young people and/or learning disabilities aged 
15–25, (2) analyse interventions through an ecological lens 
of constructing self-determination, and (3) provide practical 
implications for educational practice.

Method

Search Strategy and Selection

The search strategy was developed by consulting systematic 
reviews and meta-syntheses on self-determination and related 
topics. An initial scoping phase was conducted using the terms 
self-determination AND review in the search engine Google 
Scholar, which was followed by searching for self-determi-
nation AND disab* AND review on the EBSCO, Medline 

PsychInfo, Scopus, and Web of Science databases. The search 
strategies of the seven systematic reviews on self-determination 
identified (Algozzine et al., 2001; Chambers et al., 2007; Cobb 
et al., 2009; Fowler et al., 2007; Konrad et al., 2007; Malian 
& Nevin, 2002; Wood et al., 2005) were used to construct the 
search strategy for the present review (see Table 1). Due to the 
scarcity of research regarding self-determination in individuals 
with autism, systematic reviews in the areas of learning dis-
ability research have been also consulted in order to ensure 
that the chosen terms provide an even more robust search: 
autism (Gunning et al., 2019; Parsons et al., 2011; Peñuelas-
Calvo et al., 2019; Schlosser & Wendt, 2008; Williams et al., 
2004) and learning disability (Brown & McCann, 2018; Dag-
nan et al., 2018; Kozma et al., 2009; Scior, 2011; Verdonschot 
et al., 2009). The search terms used in the seven reviews on 
self-determination, along with those on autism and learning 
disability, were combined to create the current search strategy 
(Table 1). In addition, one systematic review looking at self-
determination for autistic students was also identified (Morán 
et al., 2021), which included intervention studies and studies 
looking at stakeholder perceptions. Furthermore, the systematic 
review by Cobb and Alwell (2009) on transition planning/coor-
dinating interventions for young people with disabilities uses an 
ecological framework and contributed to the conceptualisation 
and analysis of the current systematic review.

Initial searches combining the three groups of search terms 
with the Boolean operator ‘AND’ brought no relevant results, 
confirming the selection bias previously discussed. Thus, the 
second Boolean operator was changed to ‘OR’ as follows: self-
determination AND (autism OR learning disability). This was 
not only helpful in regards to the prevalence of learning dis-
ability in the autistic population, but also because looking at 
the broader field allows for more lessons to be learned about 
the effectiveness of self-determination interventions.

The previously mentioned systematic reviews were also 
used to inform the choice of databases, which are as fol-
lows: EBSCO (including British Education Index, Child 

Table 1   Search terms  for the systematic  review on the effectiveness 
of interventions aimed at promoting the self-determination of young 
people with a diagnosis of autism and/or learning disabilities 

Self-determination Autism Learning disability

Self-determination
Self determination

Autis*
Asperger*
Pervasive develop*

Intellectual* disab*
Intellectual impair*
Intellectual function*
Learning disab*
Learning disorder*
Learning impair*
Developmental* disab*
Developmental* impair*
Mental* retard*
Mental* handicap*
Mental* impair*
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Development and Adolescent Studies, Education Abstracts, 
Education Resource Information Center, Educational 
Administration Abstracts), Ovid (including PsychInfo, 
MEDLINE), ProQuest (Education Collection, International 
Bibliography of the Social Sciences, Social Science Data-
base), Web of Science (Core Collection), and Scopus.

Table 1 presents the final search terms used to identify 
the studies included in the present review, compiled after 
consulting the previously mentioned systematic reviews, and 
following testing to ensure a robust approach.

Inclusion Criteria

The studies included in this systematic review met all the 
following inclusion criteria:

1.	 Published in a peer-reviewed journal in English
2.	 Published between 1985 and 2023
3.	 Collected primary data regarding the implementation 

of a programme/intervention/approach related to self-
determination

4.	 Included at least one participant with autism or learning 
disability

5.	 Included at least one participant between the ages of 
15–25

The Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic reviews 
and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) was used to guide the selec-
tion process for the articles included (Page et al., 2021; see 
Fig. 1).

For each of the five databases identified, five searches 
were carried out, resulting in a total of 1127 articles being 

Fig. 1   PRISMA 2020 flow 
diagram for the systematic 
review on the effectiveness of 
interventions aimed at promot-
ing the self-determination of 
young people with a diagnosis 
of autism and/or learning dis-
abilities  (see Page et al., 2021)
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identified. At the end of the computerised search, the jour-
nals Career Development and Transition for Exceptional 
Individuals, Career Development for Exceptional Individu-
als, and Journal of Special Education were selected for hand 
searching, as they included at least three of the articles iden-
tified. Three further articles were identified by title, but their 
abstracts determined that they did not meet the inclusion 
criteria. Therefore, no further articles were included, and 
this offered reassurance of the veracity of the computerised 
searches.

The articles identified were imported to the referenc-
ing software EndNote8. After duplicates were removed, 
746 articles remained. Articles were screened by title and 
abstract first, and then by reviewing the full text to ensure 
that all inclusion criteria were met, leading to a total of 27 
articles to be included in the systematic review (Table 2).

Data Extraction and Analysis

For each of the 27 articles included, the following details 
were extracted: participant characteristics (e.g. gender, age, 
ethnicity, diagnosis, consent), location of data collection, 
intervention (e.g. type, duration, characteristics, who it was 
designed and implemented by, flexibility of implementa-
tion), and methodology (e.g. research design, outcome meas-
ures, behaviors, social validity, generalisation, maintenance).

The first author was the primary assessor and screened all 
studies at all stages of the review. The second author inde-
pendently assessed 10% of studies at the initial screening 
phase for eligibility, documenting reasons for exclusion, and 
also assessed 10% of studies at full text screening. Inter-rater 
reliability was high at 94%. The reviewer was blind to the 
journals or authors of the studies reviewed.

The studies included in the review were evaluated through 
the four-level model by Kirkpatrick and Kirkpatrick (2006), 
which was developed to include the different approaches that 
occur when evaluating the effectiveness of an intervention/
programme. Level 1 refers to reaction; thus, evaluation from 
this perspective means measuring how those participating 
in the programme react to it, what Kirkpatrick and Kirkpat-
rick (2006) refer to as customer satisfaction, or what is also 
referred to as social validity. Level 2 looks at evaluating 
learning, that is the extent to which participants change atti-
tudes, knowledge, and skills as a result of their involvement 
with the intervention. Level 3 looks at changes occurring in 
behaviour. These can often be seen as the most important 
when evaluating interventions; however, according to Kirk-
patrick and Kirkpatrick (2006), bypassing levels 1 and 2 is a 
serious mistake because it can limit effectiveness to changes 
in behaviour. Lastly, level 4 refers to results, in the form of 
wider impact, generalisability, or maintenance of skills and 
knowledge, that occurred after participants were involved 
in an intervention.

Results

Participant Characteristics

Most studies (22) were conducted after 2010, and only 
one before 2000 (Cross et al., 1999). A total of 3383 par-
ticipants took part, with sample sizes ranging from 4 to 
493. The majority of participants (59.8%) identified as 
male (n = 2,024), 35% as female (n = 1,184), and 0.02% 
as transgender (n = 1), with missing or not reported infor-
mation from 174 participants. These findings are in line 
with those of other self-determination systematic reviews 
(Burke et al., 2020; Fowler et al., 2007; Konrad et al., 
2007), which found that most participants were male.

The inclusion criteria required for at least one partici-
pant to be between the ages of 15–25; thus, for the studies 
included, participants’ ages ranged from 10 to 38 years 
old. The most common diagnosis was learning disability 
(34%, n = 1142) followed by intellectual disability ranging 
from mild to severe/profound (29%, n = 986), referred to 
under the following terms: intellectual disability (15%, n = 
503), mental retardation (11%, n = 374), and intellectual 
impairment (3%, n = 109). The remaining participants had 
other or multiple disabilities not directly specified (12%, 
n = 414), emotional/behavioural conditions (4%, n = 143), 
mental health conditions (including depression, anxiety, 
and schizophrenia) (5%, n = 171), other health impair-
ments (3%, n = 99), and physical disabilities including 
vision and hearing impairments (1%, n = 43). ADHD/
ADD (less than 2%, n = 54) and speech disorders (2%, n = 
74) were also less common amongst participants. These 
findings are in accordance with those of Algozzine et al. 
(2001) and Burke et al. (2020) in which learning disability 
and intellectual disability, respectively, were also the most 
common diagnoses for the participants in the studies they 
included.

Moreover, 15 of the 27 studies included participants 
who had a diagnosis of autism/ASD/Asperger’s Syndrome/
PDD-NOS and their age ranged from one to 47 years old 
(combined, this gave a total of 292 (9%) of the 3383 
participants across all  27 studies). Only in four studies 
(Bellon-Harn & Manachaiah, 2021; Chou, 2020; Hagner 
et al., 2012; Oswald et al., 2018) out of the 15 studies all 
participants were autistic. No studies reported including 
participants who self-identified as autistic. This lack of 
representation of autistic individuals is not surprising and 
mirrors that of Burke et al. (2020) who found that only 
3.4% of the over 3000 participants in the studies included 
were autistic. Furthermore, this contributes to the evidence 
on the sampling bias which can exclude autistic individu-
als with a learning disability. All four studies required 
participants to have a formal diagnosis of autism, three 
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of which refer to a score in the ASD range on the Autism 
Diagnostic Observation Schedule (ADOS) (Hagner et al., 
2012) or ADOS-2 (Oswald et al., 2018), or on the Autism 
Quotient-10 (AQ-10) (Bellon-Harn & Manachaiah, 2021). 
Two studies included autistic adults exclusively (Bellon-
Harn & Manachaiah, 2021; Oswald et al., 2018), and three 
studies had inclusion criteria related to communication: 
ability to read and type in English and no barriers to using 
a computer (Bellon-Harn & Manachaiah, 2021), ability to 
communicate needs, preferences, and interests verbally or 
using alternative methods (Chou, 2020), spoken language 
and an a verbal IQ ≥ 70 (Oswald et al., 2018). The two 
studies focusing on autistic adults had inclusion criteria 
related to education: high school graduate (Oswald et al., 
2018) and accepted to and/or enrolled in college (Bellon-
Harn & Manachaiah, 2021).

A total of 19 studies reported data on participants’ eth-
nicity, some studies reporting only on a part of the partici-
pants, with missing or not reported information for 674 par-
ticipants. Of the remaining 2709 participants, 1675 (62%) 
identified as Caucasian/White, 508 (19%) as Hispanic, 407 
(15%) as African American, and less than 100 for each 
Asian/Pacific Islander, Native American/Alaskan Native, 
other, and multi-ethnic. Out of the 19 studies that reported 
on participants’ ethnicity, all but one (Zhang, 2001) included 
a majority of Caucasian/White participants, with one study 
(Hagner et al., 2012) including them exclusively. These find-
ings are not surprising and are in accordance with those of 
Burke et al. (2020) who also found a majority of Caucasian/
White participants.

Furthermore, in 19 of the studies, details are given regard-
ing participants’ consent. In more detail, two studies ask 
only for parental/caregiver consent (Lee et al., 2008; Palmer 
et al., 2004), five studies only for informed consent or assent 
from the young people themselves (e.g. Farmer et al., 2015; 
Sowers & Swank, 2017), and 12 ask for both (e.g. Oswald 
et al., 2018; Palmer et al., 2012).

Environments (Settings and Locations)

Although being conducted in a school setting was not an 
inclusion criterion, 23 of the 27 studies were conducted in 
schools or universities. Out of these, the majority (n = 16) 
mentioned being at least partially conducted in high schools, 
four in middle schools, one in an educational residential unit, 
and two in universities. The remaining four studies were 
conducted either in an institute (Oswald et al., 2018), pro-
gramme offices and coffee shops (Sowers & Swank, 2017), 
online (Bellon-Harn & Manachaiah, 2021), or partially in 
the family homes (Hagner et al., 2012). This is in accord-
ance with the findings of Fowler et al. (2007) and Konrad 
et al. (2007), who also found that the majority of studies 
were conducted in school settings. Most studies (22) were Ta
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conducted in the USA, with two in Taiwan (Chao, 2020; 
Chou, 2020), and one in each Australia (Sheppard & Uns-
worth, 2011), Korea (Kim, 2021), and Norway (Garrels & 
Palmer, 2020).

Overview of Interventions

A total of 19 different interventions (programmes/
approaches) was identified, the most evaluated being the 
Self-Determined Learning Model of Instruction (SDLMI) 
(Wehmeyer et al., 2000), in 11 (41%) studies, six of which 
looked at its effectiveness exclusively (Garrels & Palmer, 
2020; Lee et al., 2008; Palmer et al., 2004; Shogren et al., 
2019; Wehmeyer et al., 2000). The SDLMI is a teaching 
model based on theory in self-determination, designed to 
shape educators’ instruction to be student-directed rather 
than teacher-directed. It does not aim to deliver standardised 
content, but rather to organise instruction and supports for 
individualised goal-setting and attainment.

The second most frequently evaluated intervention is the 
Whose Future Is It Anyway (WFA) (Wehmeyer et al., 2004), 
evaluated in seven studies, out of which exclusively in two 
(Lee et al., 2011; Wehmeyer et al., 2011a, 2011b). The WFA 
is a student-directed transition planning process from second-
ary education to adult life emphasising the young person’s 
preferences, interests, and needs (Lee et al., 2011). It consists 
of six sections and 36 sessions introducing the concept of 
transition and transition planning and enabling to self-direct 
learning on areas such transition services, goal-setting, self-
awareness, and decision-making. A further study evaluates an 
adaptation of WFA, Whose Future Is It? (Shogren et al., 2019).

Other interventions included are The Next S.T.E.P. Cur-
riculum (Wehmeyer et  al., 2013, 2011a, 2011b; Zhang, 
2001), The Beyond High School model (Palmer et  al., 
2012; Wehmeyer et al., 2006), The ChoiceMaker curricu-
lum (Cross et al., 1999; Wehmeyer et al., 2013), The Self-
Directed IEP (Seong et al., 2015; Wehmeyer et al., 2011a, 
2011b), Self-Advocacy Strategy (Wehmeyer et al., 2013, 
2011a, 2011b), the Chinese Idiom Self-Determination Cur-
riculum (Chao, 2020), Navigation of Social Engagement 
(NOSE) (Chou, 2020), a Theme-Based Garden Book Mak-
ing (Kim, 2021), and a web-based and mobile application 
support program (Bellon-Harn & Manachaiah, 2021). One 
study compared the effectiveness of two self-determination 
interventions (Cross et al., 1999), another two looked at 
the single and combined impact of two self-determination 
interventions (Shogren et al., 2018, 2020), and a further one 
looked at the differential impact of using technology along-
side a self-determination intervention (Lee et al., 2011). Two 
studies also implemented interventions not targeting self-
determination in the control groups (Powers et al., 2012; 
Seong et al., 2015). Three further studies evaluated the 
impact of more than two self-determination interventions 

(Wehmeyer et al., 2006, 2013, 2011a, 2011b). Burke et al. 
(2020) also found the SDLMI to be the most frequently used 
intervention in the 34 studies included, followed by WFA, 
Self-Advocacy Strategy, and the NEXT S.T.E.P Curriculum.

In the majority of studies (18), the interventions were 
implemented exclusively by teachers/teaching staff, who in 
17 of those cases received prior training from the research-
ers conducting the studies. In two studies, those who deliv-
ered the intervention were referred to as coaches (in one case 
being stated they were a parent/relative), in one the interven-
tion was delivered by career advisors, one was self-directed, 
in three by researchers, and another by both researchers 
and teaching staff. Burke et al. (2020) also found that in 
the majority (76.5%) of their studies the interventions were 
implemented by people natural to the settings, who received 
prior training from researchers or project staff.

The implementation involved varying levels of flexibil-
ity across the 27 studies. This is not surprising given the 
majority of studies were conducted in the real-world by 
individuals natural to the settings, as previously discussed. 
This flexibility can be seen in the structure of the implemen-
tation, such as using only parts of the intervention (Cross 
et al., 1999; Lee et al., 2011) or combining two or more 
interventions (Shogren et al., 2018; Wehmeyer et al., 2006). 
Context specific adaptations are also mentioned by Powers 
et al. (2012), as well as those of materials (Sowers & Swank, 
2017), or specific to the individual participants (Shogren 
et al., 2019; Wehmeyer et al., 2000). It is also valuable to 
note that in two studies, teachers selected the intervention 
they found most suitable for their students from a list pro-
vided by researchers (Wehmeyer et al., 2013, 2011a, 2011b). 
This reinforces the idea of the crucial role that teachers play 
when looking at the development of young people’s self-
determination within a school setting.

The majority of interventions had an instructional 
approach, often focused on goal setting, planning, and 
achieving. This is not surprising given that most studies are 
conducted in school settings and with young people pre-
paring for transition from school. The interventions often 
involve questions and worksheets (e.g. Cross et al., 1999; 
Farmer et al., 2015; Sowers & Swank, 2017), lessons (e.g. 
Lee et al., 2011; Oswald et al., 2018), meetings (e.g. Hagner 
et al., 2012), coaching sessions (e.g. Powers et al., 2012), 
or a combination of those, which are focused on the young 
person’s goals. A different type of intervention is the ERU 
programme, which is embedded in the running of the setting 
(Sheppard & Unsworth, 2011).

Research Design

All 27 studies undertook an experimental design and col-
lected pre- and post-test measures, meaning standardised 
assessments were used to measure certain characteristics 
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both before and after the intervention was implemented. 
Out of these, seven studies had a pre-experimental design, 
thus involving only one group of participants (e.g. Palmer 
et  al., 2012; Sheppard & Unsworth, 2011). There were 
four studies with a quasi-experimental design: Cross et al. 
(1999), Farmer et al. (2015), Palmer et al. (2004), and Zhang 
(2001); the majority being true experiments (16)—studies 
that included comparison/control groups and random alloca-
tion of participants: e.g. Hagner et al. (2012) and Lee et al. 
(2008).

Shogren et al. (2018) highlighted the need to engage 
all members of the stakeholder community in planning for 
systematic change and to promote top-down and bottom-
up change, but unfortunately, none of the 27 studies took a 
participatory approach, with the exception of Oswald et al. 
(2018) who briefly described the involvement of stakehold-
ers in designing the intervention evaluated.

Self‑Determination Behaviours

As previously discussed, one of the inclusion criteria was 
that the studies evaluated interventions targeting self-
determination; thus, all 27 studies measured overall self-
determination. Aside from this, 15 studies included at least 
one other target behaviour, such as skills and knowledge 
related to transition (Powers et al., 2012; Seong et al., 2015; 
Wehmeyer et al., 2011a, 2011b) or career planning (Hagner 
et al., 2012; Sowers & Swank, 2017), access to the gen-
eral education curriculum (Palmer et al., 2004, 2012), goal 
achievement (Shogren et al., 2018, 2019), social problem-
solving (Chou, 2020), and student involvement (Wehmeyer 
et al., 2006). This is not a surprising finding given the view 
of self-determination as a set of skills or through a goal-
focused lens and is in accordance with Burke et al. (2020), 
who found that more than half (18) of the studies included 
measured skills related to self-determination. However, it 
is interesting to note that only 12 of the 34 studies included 
measured changes in overall self-determination (Burke et al., 
2020).

Effectiveness of Interventions

Measures

Each of the 27 studies included at least one standardised 
test/assessment that measured participants’ overall self-
determination. The most popular measure was The Arc’s 
Self-Determination Scale (SDS) (Wehmeyer, 1995), which 
was used in 18 studies. SDS is a self-report 72-item measure 
of self-determination which collects data on four essential 
characteristics of self-determined behaviour: autonomy, self-
regulation, psychological empowerment, and self-realisation 
(Wehmeyer et al., 2011a, 2011b). This was followed by the 

American Institutes for Research (AIR) Self-Determination 
Scale (Wolman et al., 1994), which includes a student self-
report (AIR-S), an educator, and a parent version. Out of 
these, the AIR-S was used in 10 studies, three of which also 
included the educator version. A total of eight studies used 
both the SDS and the AIR-S. A third most used measure 
was the Goal Attainment Scaling (GAS) (Kiresuk et al., 
1994), being used in seven studies, to measure progress 
on attaining specific goals. Other self-determination meas-
ures used included the Self-Determination Student Scale 
(Farmer et al., 2015), the Seven Component Self-Determi-
nation Skills Survey (Oswald et al., 2018), and the newly 
developed Self-Determination Inventory: Student-Report 
(SDI:SR) (Shogren et al., 2014b) and Parent/Teacher-Report 
(SDI:PTR) (Shogren et al., 2014a) in Shogren et al. (2018) 
and Shogren et al. (2019).

All studies measured participants’ self-determination 
pre- and post-intervention, and all but one Wehmeyer et al. 
(2006) reported an increase in scores at least on one of the 
assessments used, albeit not all were statistically significant. 
This is in accordance with the findings of Burke et al. (2020) 
who found that all studies suggested positive outcomes for 
at least one skill associated with self-determination. Despite 
this, some important conclusions are drawn from several 
studies regarding the measures and their accuracy, which 
are discussed below.

Farmer et al. (2015) demonstrated the importance of 
involving participants in the interpretation of the findings. 
Participants’ understanding of self-determination affected 
the way they interacted with the data collection tools. As 
participants developed their understanding, their answers 
changed as they realised that they did not fully understand 
the questions and their implications at the beginning, and the 
nature of the study did not allow them to go back and change 
their answers. This is particularly important to note as it is a 
common feature of self-determination interventions to teach 
the young people about the meanings and implications of 
certain skills and concepts; thus, it would be valuable to cap-
ture these changes. On a similar note, Shogren et al. (2019) 
suggested that further research should focus on exploring 
whether teachers are observing actual changes in students’ 
self-determination or if their perceptions of capacity change 
because of training and implementing interventions. This 
highlights a need for training for teachers regarding aware-
ness of capacity for self-determination and an understanding 
of supportive environments.

Some studies note differences on participants’ scores on 
the two most popular measures: SDS and AIR-S. One study 
argues that the difference in scores, which showed significant 
increases on the SDS, but not AIR-S, is due to the nature 
of the intervention and the skills taught being more closely 
linked with the former measure (Seong et al., 2015). Another 
study found that students in both experimental and control 
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groups increased their self-determination scores over time 
(three-year study) on both measures; however, the impact of 
the intervention was only significant on the AIR-S (Wehmeyer 
et al., 2013). For the AIR-S, students in the intervention group 
increased scores by almost triple the points as did students in 
the control group. The authors explain that these findings are 
not surprising as high school is a time when young people 
acquire skills and abilities to become more self-determined, 
and that having structured instruction in doing so enhances 
this development more than it would occur normally. On the 
other hand, the SDS showed no intervention effect; thus, all 
students regardless of group demonstrated the same pattern of 
change regarding self-determination scores (Wehmeyer et al., 
2013). The authors explain that these differences confirm 
insights previously encountered, that the two measures assess 
different aspects of the self-determination construct. The AIR 
seems to be measuring student capacity and opportunity for 
self-determination, which may be more significantly influ-
enced by exposure to interventions. Therefore, the AIR might 
be more sensitive to short-term changes regarding skills, atti-
tudes, and environmental opportunities for self-determination. 
On the other hand, Wehmeyer et al., (2011a, 2011b) found 
that significant improvements in self-determination scores 
showed only on the SDS, and not on the AIR, which is again 
attributed to the different aspects measured. The SDS aims 
to capture self-determination status at a certain point in time, 
whereas the AIR looks at the opportunities and skills that lead 
to it. One study noted differences between the student self-
report and teacher versions of the Self-Determination Inven-
tory (Shogren et al., 2019), only the latter showing significant 
increases. Similar to Wehmeyer et al. (2006) this is attributed 
to a need for longer and more repeated exposure for young 
people to see the changes in themselves. A suggestion is also 
made regarding a need for shorter term indicators and ways 
to determine the factors that might impact student self-report 
(Shogren et al., 2019).

Evaluation

Aside from the quantifiable effectiveness shown through the 
use of standardised measures previously discussed, the stud-
ies were evaluated through the Kirkpatrick and Kirkpatrick 
(2006)’s four-level model.

Level 1 refers to reaction or social validity, for which data 
was collected in only eight studies included in the review, 
out of which two from the young people only (Farmer et al., 
2015; Sowers & Swank, 2017) and six from both the young 
people and those implementing the interventions (e.g. Lee 
et al., 2008; Oswald et al., 2018). All eight studies reported 
positive reactions from the participants. The young people 
believed that the interventions were useful and enjoyed 
taking part in them (Farmer et al., 2015; Lee et al., 2011; 
Oswald et al., 2018), felt they improved knowledge and skills 

(Lee et al., 2008; Sowers & Swank, 2017), and wished for 
the support they received to continue (Sowers & Swank, 
2017; Wehmeyer et al., 2000).

Level 2, which looks at evaluating participants’ learn-
ing, was reported in seven of the studies included. This 
data was collected through structured interviews (Cross 
et al., 1999), session notes (Farmer et al., 2015), anecdotal 
information from teachers (Seong et al., 2015), criterion-
referenced measures, or knowledge assessments (Lee et al., 
2011; Palmer et al., 2004; Powers et al., 2012; Wehmeyer 
et al., 2011a, 2011b). The target areas for which participants’ 
learning was evaluated were frequently related to transition 
planning and engagement (Cross et al., 1999; Lee et al., 
2011; Powers et al., 2012; Wehmeyer et al., 2011a, 2011b), 
reflection and progress on goals, plans, and participants’ 
strengths (Farmer et al., 2015), problem-solving and study 
planning skills (Palmer et al., 2004), or participation in IEP 
meetings (Seong et al., 2015). The findings supported the 
effectiveness of the interventions and showed increases in 
goals related to employment, education, residential, and lei-
sure (Cross et al., 1999), self-determination (Farmer et al., 
2015), knowledge and skills regarding transition (Lee et al., 
2011; Wehmeyer et al., 2011a, 2011b), problem solving and 
study skills (Palmer et al., 2004), and participation in IEP 
meetings (Seong et al., 2015).

Level 3 looks at changes occurring in behaviour, which 
were previously discussed. Gathering participants’ views can 
not only provide a developed understanding of the effec-
tiveness of an intervention, but can also provide insights 
that are not captured by standardised assessments of behav-
iour, or even contradict the results they show. As seen in 
Farmer et al. (2015), participants’ understanding of self-
determination developed as a result of the intervention, as 
did their interaction with the standardised assessments. All 
27 studies evaluate the effectiveness of self-determination 
interventions through an experimental research design; thus, 
it is not surprising that they all measure changes in at least 
one behaviour.

Level 4 refers to results, wider impact, generalisability, or 
maintenance of skills. Looking at the 27 studies, this level 
of evaluation is the one that receives the least attention, 
with only five studies making at least a reference related 
to participants’ results after being involved in an interven-
tion. These include references made to generalisation of 
skills (Cross et al., 1999; Oswald et al., 2018; Sheppard & 
Unsworth, 2011), maintenance (Sowers & Swank, 2017), 
or outcomes (Powers et al., 2012; Sheppard & Unsworth, 
2011; Sowers & Swank, 2017). Regarding the generalisa-
tion of skills, no study reports gathering data in a rigorous 
manner, which is not surprising given the real-world nature 
of the majority of studies. Cross et al. (1999) found that 
students showed limited ability to use the new skills during 
IEP meetings, and Oswald et al. (2018) reported that parents/
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carers were educated on how to facilitate generalisation of 
skills. Although only three studies reported on collected 
data regarding the maintenance of behaviour or skills, all 
of their findings were positive, with skills and behaviours 
being maintained (Powers et al., 2012; Sowers & Swank, 
2017) and even increased at follow-up (Sheppard & Uns-
worth, 2011). The interventions also showed to have posi-
tive effects on participants’ outcomes such as employment 
and high school completion (Powers et al., 2012; Sowers & 
Swank, 2017), opportunities for self-determination at home 
(Sheppard & Unsworth, 2011), and engagement in career 
planning (Sowers & Swank, 2017).

Discussion

In this systematic literature review, we identified published 
studies that examined interventions on self-determination 
for individuals with autism and/or learning disability. The 
analysis of the results of this review provided evidence that 
there is a range of interventions effective in increasing young 
people’s self-determination particularly in the school con-
text. However, some important insights arising from these 
results will be discussed within an ecological context to 
further inform research, policy, and practice, structured on 
Wachs' (1987) ecological question.

‘The People’

This review set out to identify the evidence regarding self-
determination interventions for young people aged 15–25 
with a diagnosis of autism and/or a learning disability. The 
27 studies included demonstrate that there is empirical evi-
dence that self-determination and related skills can be taught 
and enhanced through a range of interventions for this target 
population. This age group is the one receiving most atten-
tion in self-determination research, with only eight studies 
having been excluded for not meeting this criterion. These 
findings are mirrored by Algozzine et al. (2001) who found 
that adolescents were included in the majority of studies 
looking at self-determination interventions. This insight is 
not surprising given that self-determination is often looked 
at in the context of transition and transition-related goals 
when leaving formal education. However, it is important to 
note that recommendations are made that self-determination 
instruction begins earlier than around the time a young per-
son is preparing to leave school, although this needs fur-
ther investigation (Lee et al., 2011; Wehmeyer et al., 2006). 
Furthermore, the young people should be given sufficient 
time, as well as opportunities to practice these skills (Zhang, 
2001) in the environments or similar ones to those in which 
they are expected to use them in (Cross et al., 1999).

The 27 studies bring valuable evidence that self-deter-
mination interventions are effective for young people aged 
15–25 with a diagnosis of learning disability, the most com-
mon diagnosis for the participants included in the studies. 
However, little attention is given to the relation between a 
certain diagnosis and the impact of an intervention, as well 
as having relatively little representation for participants with 
other diagnoses. It is particularly important to consider the 
underrepresentation of autistic participants (including those 
with a diagnosis of ASD, Asperger’s Syndrome, and PDD-
NOS) that represented only 9% of the over 3000 participants 
included in the studies.

Chou et al. (2017) stated that no self-determination stud-
ies have been undertaken to look exclusively at autistic 
individuals, either descriptively or as an intervention study. 
They attributed this gap partly to the lack of instruments to 
have been normed with this population and the uncertainty 
regarding their usefulness. Furthermore, the unique charac-
teristics of autistic students and/or learning disabilities imply 
more targeted self-determination instruction. Their unique 
profiles of strengths, skills, and knowledge should be taken 
into consideration, as well as different learning profiles and 
preferences (Chou et al., 2017; Hume et al., 2009; Zager & 
Wehmeyer, 2019). This systematic review found that some 
targeted investigation into self-determination interventions 
for autistic young people has been done, such as Hagner 
et al. (2012) and Oswald et al. (2018). Both studies bring 
initial evidence that targeted interventions, where considera-
tion is given to the characteristics of autistic young people, 
can lead to enhanced self-determination and post-school 
outcomes. What is important to note about these two stud-
ies is the direct involvement of the young people’s families, 
who received training and support as part of the interven-
tions. For the transition planning approach, families attended 
group sessions on person-centred planning and received sup-
port during the meetings (Hagner et al., 2012), and for the 
ACCESS Program, they attended a group that followed the 
same topics as those for the young people, as well as having 
homework assignments to work on collaboratively (Oswald 
et al., 2018). Despite this early evidence, the underrepresen-
tation of autistic people in self-determination intervention 
research shows that further evidence is needed to determine 
the effectiveness of self-determination interventions for this 
population. Taking insights from Hagner et al. (2012) and 
Oswald et al. (2018), future research should focus on the role 
of the family on both the development and implementation 
of self-determination interventions.

Although data regarding participants’ experiences of the 
intervention is collected only in eight studies in this review, 
the reactions are positive and promising. The young peo-
ple have found their experiences enjoyable and interesting 
(Oswald et al., 2018), the skills and knowledge useful and 
beneficial (Farmer et al., 2015; Lee et al., 2011), and wished 
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for the support they received to continue (Sowers & Swank, 
2017). Similarly, teachers implementing the interventions 
found them accessible, appropriate, and useful for their 
students (Lee et al., 2011; Wehmeyer et al., 2000). These 
findings are supportive of the effectiveness of self-determi-
nation interventions, as they are shown to be useful not only 
through standardised measures, but also through the experi-
ences of those engaging with them. This is particularly valu-
able in the context of self-determination and motivation for 
autistic young people and/or learning disabilities, although 
further research is needed.

Another significant implication revealed by this review is 
that the majority of studies (17) reported that young people’s 
consent/assent was sought (e.g. Palmer et al., 2012). This 
could be linked to the context of self-determination with 
goals often related to empowerment, but nevertheless, this 
finding is a promising one. Whether this has an impact on 
the previously discussed positive experiences of the inter-
ventions deserves further investigation and could also be 
linked to motivation and attrition. Although the seeking of 
consent from the young people is an important strength of 
these studies, no information is given regarding how the 
information was presented, and the methods/tools used to 
ensure that the consent received was informed. This infor-
mation and the learnings from the process would be valuable 
to future researchers and would foster a culture of open sci-
ence and shared research practice.

‘The Environments’

Self-determination does not occur in a vacuum; thus, is it 
valuable to consider the characteristics of the environment 
in which it occurs. The majority of studies in this review 
were conducted with participants in their natural settings. 
Their proven effectiveness in such settings is an encouraging 
finding, especially as most studies took place in school set-
tings which are complex in nature. Thus, it is important for 
teaching staff to know that self-determination can be taught 
and enhanced through targeted interventions within school 
settings, 23 of the 27 studies bringing evidence to support 
this. There is however an increasing awareness that multiple 
factors from the environment come into play, such as time, 
training, and perception of those implementing the inter-
ventions, and the different characteristics of the individuals, 
their interaction needing further exploration.

Without disregarding the effectiveness of the interven-
tions evaluated, it is worth noting that most studies were 
conducted in the USA. This could in part be due to the 
increasing attention given to self-determination as an edu-
cational goal which began in the USA in the 1990s. A closer 
look at the exact location of the studies reveals that at least 
nine (for which the exact location was clearly stated in the 
articles) were conducted in Midwestern states of the USA. It 

would be valuable to explore the impact of educational leg-
islation on the effectiveness of these interventions; however, 
none of the studies explore this. An interesting observation 
to make is about one study conducted outside of the USA, 
in Australia, which takes a very different approach in the 
intervention and its implementation (Sheppard & Unsworth, 
2011). The ERU programme takes an embedded approach to 
self-determination, meaning that opportunities for self-deter-
mined behaviours are part of the daily running of the setting 
in which it is implemented. The implementation of such a 
programme is likely to have been facilitated by the setting’s 
residential nature; however, it would have been valuable to 
know if this was impacted by existing educational policy.

The reviewed studies provide little exploration of the 
impact of the research contexts on effectiveness, but some 
valuable conclusions are drawn. Firstly, there is a recogni-
tion that opportunities should be provided for young peo-
ple to practice the skills and knowledge acquired through 
interventions, particularly in different contexts, especially 
in those they are expected to use them in (Zhang, 2001). 
Furthermore, environments should be ready to honour the 
choices and preferences of the young people, that is, where 
they are not directly involved, family and professionals 
should be aware of the learning, and provision should be 
in place to meet requests (Cross et al., 1999). This supports 
existing evidence of the essential role of teacher behaviour 
in constructing an autonomy-supportive environment, such 
as responding to student-generated questions, being less 
directing and demanding, and placing emphasis on praising 
mastery (Reeve, 2002).

Secondly, promoting self-determination for autistic young 
people and/or learning disabilities should be ongoing and 
not restricted to a short module of instruction (Cross et al., 
1999). Although most studies involve the implementation of 
interventions for a specified period of time, there is a recog-
nition that this should begin early and be continuous (Lee 
et al., 2011; Wehmeyer et al., 2006). This is also reinforced 
by young people’s views of the experience, who wished for 
the support received during the interventions to continue 
(Sowers & Swank, 2017). The effect of time is also one 
that needs further exploration, as there is an indication that 
natural maturation can influence the development of self-
determination (Wehmeyer et al., 2011a, 2011b).

The complex and varied nature of the school settings 
in which the majority of studies were conducted can bring 
limitations when evaluating effectiveness. The presence of 
bias can occur in professionals implementing the interven-
tion and impact reporting on outcome measures (Oswald 
et al., 2018). This adds to existing evidence of the impact of 
students’ social and communication differences on teach-
ers’ perspectives of their self-determination (Carter et al., 
2006). Challenges also arise when looking at the impact 
of various factors or characteristics of individuals, as exact 
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matching of context and environments can be difficult to 
achieve in the real world (Lee et al., 2008; Wehmeyer et al., 
2012). However, the 27 studies demonstrate that despite 
complexity and variance in environments, self-determina-
tion can be enhanced for individuals with a range of needs. 
It is important for professionals to note the role this can 
play when looking at effectiveness, and the young person’s 
individual and immediate context should be given careful 
consideration.

The role of teachers or professionals implementing inter-
ventions is offered little investigation, but some important 
insights are expressed. As Wehmeyer et al., (2000, p. 451) 
explain, the success of an intervention ‘is dependent upon 
the person implementing it’. This involves an awareness of 
each individual’s needs and support needed to access the 
materials involved, as well as for opportunities for the prac-
tising of skills and knowledge (Cross et al., 1999; Wehmeyer 
et al., 2000). This relates to the ecological framework of sup-
portive environments previously discussed and the essential 
role played by teachers in a classroom context in providing 
supports for meeting students’ needs. As discussed, this can 
not only lead to enhanced self-determination, but also to 
increasing young people’s own awareness of it, as well as 
improving post-school outcomes. One of the studies noted 
that what teachers did had a more significant impact on the 
target behaviour than anything the students did (Lee et al., 
2008). This is in accordance with Reeve (2002), who found 
that what teachers did had a more significant impact than 
what teachers said. Garrels and Palmer (2020) found that 
teachers saw an increase in opportunities for students to 
practice self-determined behaviour; students self-reported 
related skills did not seem to develop as quickly. The authors 
believe this could be linked to the aspect of time, and that 
opportunities provided in the environment should be sustain-
able to encourage development of self-determination and 
related skills. Teaching practice is thus essential to consider 
in the implementation of self-determination interventions 
and deserves further consideration.

It would also be important in this context to explore 
the relationship between implementing self-determination 
interventions and professional learning and development 
for teaching staff, but unfortunately, none of the studies 
identified address this. According to Timperley (2011), 
both professional learning and development are inten-
tional, systematic, and ongoing processes. They should 
involve active interaction with information in a way that 
challenges previous assumptions and creates new knowl-
edge (Timperley, 2011). This alone does not lead to the 
transformation of practice but should involve promoting 
staff empowerment ‘to use their agency to align their val-
ues and practices’ (Brennan & King, 2022, p. 175). Staff 
development and learning do not occur within a vacuum, 
and they must be conceptualised as a complex system 

rather than an event, taking into consideration the differ-
ent elements of the environment and how they interact and 
combine with one another (Opfer & Pedder, 2011). Evi-
dence shows that the effectiveness of professional learning 
and development is increased through collaboration (Opfer 
& Pedder, 2011). A better understanding of the impact of 
collaboration and other elements of training, information 
transfer, and knowledge creation are needed in the wider 
field, which is demonstrated by the lack of investigation in 
the context of self-determination interventions.

The 27 studies have shown that there is a range of 
interventions effective in improving self-determination. 
There are some that have been more widely investigated 
(SDLMI, WFA), and some for which research is still in 
its early stages (e.g. the ACCESS Program). They have 
been effectively implemented by teaching staff in schools, 
who received a form of training prior to the studies. It 
would be valuable to investigate the role of training  staff 
in the effectiveness of interventions, although no studies 
provide any evidence or insights into this. What is particu-
larly important to note for practice is the flexibility with 
which these interventions have been implemented. Some 
studies showed effectiveness of implementing only parts 
of an interventions (e.g. Lee et al., 2011), or combining 
them (e.g. Shogren et al., 2018), as well as while adapting 
materials to contexts (Powers et al., 2012) or individuals 
(Shogren et al., 2019). This is a valuable strength of the 
interventions evaluated, particularly as most are designed 
to be implemented in complex and varied school settings 
for individuals with a range of needs. Shogren et al. (2020) 
found more positive self-reported outcomes for students 
taking part in SDLMI than when this was combined with 
WF. The authors conclude that this could be linked to 
the former being less intensive, allowing teachers more 
flexibility to adapt to individual needs, whereas WF is a 
scripted curriculum.

However, it is also important to highlight that most 
interventions had an instructional approach. They often 
involved worksheets and questions (e.g. Farmer et al., 
2015), lessons (e.g. Oswald et al., 2018), and coaching 
sessions (e.g. Powers et al., 2012), mostly focused on goal 
setting, planning, and achieving. Furthermore, they were 
all implemented for a specific period of time. While this 
brings valuable evidence, in a context where increasing 
attention is given to self-determination as developing 
through the interactions of the individual with the environ-
ment, more attention should be given to interventions that 
are embedded, such as the ERU programme (Sheppard & 
Unsworth, 2011). Initial evidence is also brought about the 
positive effect of using technology, which was shown to 
increase effectiveness of self-determination interventions 
(Lee et al., 2011; Wehmeyer et al., 2011a, 2011b).
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‘The Behaviours’

The 27 studies bring valuable evidence that self-determi-
nation and related skills can be improved through targeted 
interventions for young people with range of needs aged 
15–25. All studies showed increases in scores after partici-
pants were involved in an intervention. Thus, the studies 
contribute to the growing body of knowledge that self-deter-
mination can be taught and enhanced successfully for young 
people with disabilities. Furthermore, evidence is brought 
that other related behaviours can be effectively targeted such 
as transition knowledge and skills (e.g. Seong et al., 2015), 
career planning (e.g. Hagner et al., 2012), and goal achieve-
ment (e.g. Shogren et al., 2018).

The review showed that there is a range of standardised 
measures for self-determination that can be used when 
evaluating effectiveness. Some have been more widely and 
frequently used, such as The Arc’s Self-Determination Scale 
(SDS) and the AIR Self-Determination Scale, and some are 
in their initial stages of development, such as the Self-Deter-
mination Inventory: Student-Report (SDI:SR) and Parent/
Teacher-Report (SDI:PTR). It is important to note that the 
two most frequently used tools, the SDS and AIR-S (Student 
version), are both self-report measures, meaning the young 
people rate themselves on the given items. Although this 
is an encouraging finding as it brings contributions to the 
growing area of involving young people in research, consid-
eration should be given to the way each individual engages 
with the measure and its items.

Self-determination interventions can involve lessons on 
the concept and related ones; thus, young people’s knowl-
edge and understanding can change and impact the way they 
self-report, as seen in Farmer et al. (2015). The initial data 
analysis of the scores showed little to no intervention effect; 
however, when participants were consulted, they expressed 
that the intervention was beneficial and that their self-aware-
ness and self-regulation, in particular, improved. When par-
ticipants were asked for their interpretation of these differ-
ences, it was identified that the data collection measures 
were not sensitive to the typical flow of the academic semes-
ter: at the start, they felt more positive and in control, but as 
demands increased, participants reported a decline in their 
self-determination levels. Furthermore, the relation between 
the young person and the individual providing/assisting with 
the measuring tools should be given careful consideration, 
particularly if this is a new relationship, such as having an 
external researcher. As Farmer et al. (2015) showed, as 
the study progressed, young people’s trust in the research-
ers developed and their answers became more honest, as 
they explained at the end of the study. Similarly, some of 
the studies noted differences between the measures, which 
they partly attributed to the young people needing more 
time or repeated exposure to the intervention to increase 

their awareness of the changes in their self-determination 
(Wehmeyer et al., 2006).

It is also valuable that teaching staff are aware of the dif-
ferences between measuring tools, if choosing to use them 
in their practice. The 27 studies have found some differences 
between the two most popular measures, the SDS and the 
AIR-S, which they partly attributed to them measuring dif-
ferent aspects of self-determination. Thus, the AIR scales 
measure student capacity and opportunity, which might be 
more sensitive to changes following interventions, while the 
SDS appears to measure precursors to the development of 
self-determined behaviour (Wehmeyer et al., 2013). Further-
more, certain interventions measure skills that are more or 
less directly measured by the specific measuring tools; thus, 
an awareness is needed to determine which is most suitable 
(Seong et al., 2015). The SDS is said to measure one’s self-
determination status at a given time, whereas the AIR scales 
look at the opportunities and skills leading to it. Therefore, 
in the context of constructing self-determination from an 
ecological framework, the latter appears most appropriate; 
however, further research is needed to understand the differ-
ences between the two measures.

It is important to note that despite a robust approach to 
conduct the present review, a number of limitations arise. 
The authors acknowledge that the construction of self-deter-
mination from an ecological framework includes cultural 
norms and perceptions. Due to the scarcity of research in the 
topic of the review and an aim to provide an updated over-
view of self-determination interventions for autistic young 
people and/or learning disabilities, no exclusion criterion 
was used based on the locations of the studies. Cultural 
norms play a role in shaping not only the construction and 
manifestation of self-determination, but also the construc-
tion of disability itself. The review shows that there are dif-
ferences in the types of interventions developed in different 
continents, and further research should investigate if this 
is related to cultural norms or other factors that contribute 
to setting research agendas. The authors also acknowledge 
that the inclusion criteria to have at least one participant 
aged 15–25 brings further limitations. This means that the 
studies included in the review involve participants outside of 
this age range, therefore making it more difficult to apply the 
findings to this group. Similar limitations arise when look-
ing at participant diagnoses. Further research should look 
more closely at the characteristics of the individual and their 
interactions with the environment for a better understanding 
of the development of self-determination from an ecological 
perspective.

Implications for Research, Policy, and Practice

The systematic review showed that individual participant 
characteristics are given little attention when evaluating the 
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effectiveness of self-determination interventions. Explor-
ing the impact of demographic aspects such as gender and 
ethnicity could bring valuable contributions to the develop-
ment of interventions. Only two studies (Wehmeyer et al., 
2013, 2011a, 2011b) noted the potential impact of gender 
on effectiveness of interventions, but further investigation is 
needed to provide more meaningful insights. Such develop-
ments could contribute to developing targeted interventions, 
suited to participants’ characteristics, and thus maximise 
effectiveness.

Similarly, the effect of age and diagnosis should also 
receive increased attention. Although the present review 
included only studies with participants aged 15–25, sug-
gestions are made regarding the potential benefits of begin-
ning interventions earlier (Lee et al., 2011; Wehmeyer et al., 
2006). Regarding diagnostic labels, the review shows that 
targeted interventions can lead to increased self-determi-
nation for young people with a range of needs, with most 
evidence being brought for those with a learning disability. 
However, further research is needed to determine the dif-
ferential effect of self-determination interventions on young 
people with different needs. On this matter, it is also impor-
tant to mention the scarcity of empirical research regard-
ing self-determination interventions targeted specifically 
at autistic young people, although recent years show an 
increase in attention. Although there were only four stud-
ies evaluating interventions for this population specifically, 
they demonstrate that the self-determination of young people 
with autism can be increased through interventions tailored 
to their specific needs. However, these are only small-scale, 
recent developments, and further exploration is needed.

All studies included had an experimental design; thus, 
there is a need for development in this area of self-determi-
nation research. One study highlights the need to involve 
the stakeholder community in research in order to collabo-
rate for systematic change (Shogren et al., 2018). Two other 
studies demonstrate the benefits of involving stakeholders in 
development of interventions (Oswald et al., 2018) and inter-
pretation of findings (Farmer et al., 2015), and the contribu-
tions these can bring to insights and improved effectiveness. 
Furthermore, the studies show a scarcity regarding social 
validity data, even though the few studies that collected it 
brought promising results (e.g. Lee et al., 2008). Having 
a better understanding of stakeholders’ experiences of the 
interventions can support their development and further 
effectiveness.

The review provided evidence that self-determination 
measures have been widely used with a range of participants, 
and further research is needed to understand how they relate 
to specific participant groups and contexts. The systematic 
review showed that differences exist in relation to which 
aspect of self-determination is measured, particularly for the 
popular SDS and AIR scales, but further evidence is required 

to identify what makes them most suited to specific contexts 
(e.g. Seong et al., 2015). Thus, by understanding the specific 
characteristics of measures and how they respond to certain 
individual or environmental aspects, a more accurate picture 
of effectiveness can be provided.

The review also showed a scarcity of research on the 
impact of specific characteristics of the environment on 
effectiveness of interventions. Even though most studies 
were conducted in real-world settings, which represents a 
strength to their demonstrated effectiveness, the complexity 
and variability of their different elements is little explored. 
An important aspect to consider is the impact of a supportive 
versus controlling classroom environment. There is some 
recognition of this in the studies included; however, no for-
mal investigation takes place (Cross et al., 1999; Zhang, 
2001). An increased understanding of the effects of a sup-
portive over a controlling environment could lead to an even 
further increase in the effectiveness of self-determination 
interventions.

An evaluation of the impact of the immediate educational 
policy and legislation could also bring a better understand-
ing of what contributes to the effectiveness of self-determi-
nation interventions. The review shows that, unfortunately, 
no investigations or insights into this aspect have been for-
mulated so far. Furthermore, most empirical research regard-
ing self-determination interventions for young people with 
autism and/or a learning disability aged 15–25 has been 
conducted in the USA. An initial look at a study conducted 
in Australia (Sheppard & Unsworth, 2011) shows different 
principles used in the intervention and its implementation, 
which would be valuable to explore in relation to the local 
legislative context. Similarly, the embedded implementation 
of an intervention instead of one over a short, fixed period 
of time needs further exploration, as most studies belong to 
the latter category.

The review also highlights the lack of attention given to 
the role of teaching staff and their practice in the imple-
mentation of self-determination interventions in school set-
tings. A few insights are provided regarding the role of those 
implementing the interventions and the need for an increased 
awareness of the impact they can have (Cross et al., 1999; 
Wehmeyer et al., 2000). However, formal investigation is 
needed to better understand this role, as well as that of the 
different aspects of teaching practice, and how they can sup-
port or hinder effectiveness.

Conclusions

The present review brings together the evidence of self-
determination for young people with autism and/or learn-
ing disability through an ecological framework. The review 
showed that there is evidence for a range of interventions 
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that can enhance the self-determination of young people with 
autism and/or learning disability. These have been shown 
to be effective in real-world school environments, under a 
range of conditions and for individuals with varying needs 
and purposes. The findings of the review add to the current 
understanding that interventions targeted at developing the 
self-determination of autistic students remain limited. Fur-
thermore, another gap is highlighted in the construction of 
self-determination from an ecological perspective through 
exploring the impact of a supportive classroom environment. 
The studies provided little indication of how teachers can 
create an environment supportive of self-determination and 
how their practice can be adapted to suit this. However, the 
significant role of teachers in implementing interventions is 
recognised (Wehmeyer et al., 2000), as well as in providing 
opportunities for the practice of skills and self-determined 
behaviours (Cross et al., 1999; Lee et al., 2008). Therefore, 
further work is needed to explore the relationship between 
student characteristics such as age, gender and diagnosis, 
and those of the environment in the context of the develop-
ment of self-determination, including the immediate context 
of the educational setting and the wider educational policy. 
This research should be conducted with the meaningful 
involvement of stakeholders with lived experience at the 
different stages of the research inquiry. Researchers should 
focus their efforts on further development of self-determi-
nation measures, as well as those that capture social validity 
of interventions and generalizability of skills. These in turn 
can facilitate an effective translation to educational practice, 
and in the long-term impact educational policy.
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