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Occupational Therapy’s Role in Self-Determination and Transition to 
Adulthood for High School Students in Special Education Programming

Kylee Read, OTS A.T. Still University, Mesa, AZ

Introduction
● Occupational therapists (OTs) are not currently fully participating in 

providing transition-related services to students with disabilities.1

● OTs are outlined as related-service providers able to provide 

interventions to help students access the school curriculum and 

transition-related activities.2

● OTs are uniquely situated to fill gaps in transition services and provide 

quality interventions for greater success in post-secondary transition 

areas.3 4 5

● Self-determination is the best predictor of successful transition to 

adulthood for students with disabilities.6

● Self-determination is defined as volitional behavior 6 or “the ability to 

act as a causal agent in one’s life.”7

● Self-determination is linked to greater post-secondary outcomes 2 years 

post graduation in all areas of transition 7 and increased quality of life 8

● Little evidence exists for successful interventions for students with 

learning disabilities (LD) or emotional behavioral disorders (EBD).

● The Whose Future Is It Anyway? program is one evidence-based program 

to teach self-determination skills.9

Capstone Background and Methods
● 14-Week Doctoral Capstone Project at Compadre Academy, Tempe, AZ.

● Program implementation and evaluation of the 36-session *Whose 

Future Is It Anyway? 9 program for 6 students (N=6) with LD and EBD.

● Assessed pre- and post-intervention self-determination skills using 

72-question *Arc’s Self-Determination Scale (Arc’s SDS).10

● Completed 20-question *Self-Determination Analog Scale 

post-intervention to compare student perceptions about knowledge and 

use of various self-determined skills. 

This project was approved by the A.T. Still University Arizona IRB.

Discussion
● At baseline, students without disabilities scored higher in 

self-determination skills than students with disabilities.

● After program implementation, students with disabilities scored much 

more similarly to their peers.

● Students with disabilities reported  a statistically significant increase 

in knowledge of  self-determination, IEPs, and goal setting and use of 

skills at school, during communication, and in leading IEP meetings. 

● Students were observed to develop a more positive disability lens, take 

on a more active role in IEP meetings, advocate for IEP/transition plan 

changes, set more realistic goals, and initiate asking for help in the 

classroom.  

Implications for OT Practice
● OTs can and should be a part of transition teams.

● OTs should evaluate transition-aged students that were previously 

discharged from services or never received OT for barriers to 

successful transition.

● OTs can provide individual or small group self-determination 

instruction to students with LD and EBD.

● OTs can continue to promote/ solidify their role on transition teams.

● OTs should advocate for additional funding and personnel to fulfill 

additional roles in transition.

Conclusion
● The Whose Future Is It Anyway? program is one, quality 

self-determination intervention for OTs to implement with students 
with LD or EBD.

● Self-determination training increased students’ self-determination soft 
skills while in high school.

● Additional materials are needed to supplement realistic goal-setting.

Study Limitations
● Sample Size

● Diversity

● Attendance

● Cell Phones and Headphones

● Time

Opportunities for Future 
Research

● Larger Scale Study

● Add Parent/Teacher Measures

● Follow Student Outcomes 

Post-Graduation

Results

*Program Table of Contents, Assessment Sample Questions, Analog Scale, 

and References available as a handout. 

Change in Knowledge of and Participation in 
Self-Determination Activities

Study Group Scores on Arc’s SDS Pre-Test vs. Post-Test

p<.05=statistically significant



Whose Future Is It Anyway? Program Table of 
Contents



Arc’s Self-Determination Scale Sample Questions

Autonomy

Self-Regulation



Arc’s SDS Sample Questions (Continued)

Self-Realization

Psychological 
Empowerment



Self-Determination Analog Scale
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