
elf-determination refers to the ability of individuals to control 
their own lives, plan and reach their goals, and self-advocate. 

Self-determination is a critical element in transitioning 
successfully from adolescence to adulthood. Self-

determination skills are used to accomplish specific goals such as going 
to college, getting a job, living independently, and participating in 
community activities.  

Navigate the links to below to learn more about key self-determination 
skills that will prepare your young adult for life after high school. 

• Goal setting
• Self-awareness
• Choice-making
• Self-advocacy
• Problem-solving
• Self-monitoring
• Decision-making

Instruction in self-determination is an increasingly important element in 
the education of adolescents and young adults with autism. Many young 
adults with autism struggle to navigate the transition into adult roles. 
Approximately 50-60% of adults with autism lack an appropriate 
educational program and 76% cannot find gainful employment after 
exiting high school. 
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Autism at-a-Glance is a series 
of practitioner and family-
friendly documents created 
by the Center on Secondary 
Education for Students with 
ASD (CSESA) designed for high 
school staff members 
supporting students on the 
autism spectrum, as well as 
family members of 
adolescents with ASD.  The 
purpose of the Autism at-a-
Glance series is to provide a 
current summary of topics 
relevant to adolescents and 
young adults with ASD as well 
as practical tips and resources 
for school and community 
personnel and family 
members.   

This Autism at-a-Glance was 
designed to support 
practitioners and family 
members in promoting self-
determination for 
adolescents and young 
adults on the autism 
spectrum.
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https://cdn.vanderbilt.edu/vu-my/wp-content/uploads/sites/2498/2020/08/06103251/selfdetermination-toolkit.pdf
https://study.com/academy/lesson/self-awareness-activities-for-students-with-autism.html
https://vcuautismcenter.org/resources/factsheets/printView.cfm/1194
http://www.myspectrumsuite.com/self-advocacy-resources/
https://raisingchildren.net.au/pre-teens/behaviour/encouraging-good-behaviour/problem-solving-steps
https://my.vanderbilt.edu/specialeducationinduction/files/2013/07/Tip-Sheet-Self-Monitoring.pdf
https://marybarbera.com/decision-making-choices-autism/


Supporting the Development of Self-
Determination Skills 
Families and educators of adolescents and young 
adults on the spectrum can work together to 
support the development of self-determination 
skills and facilitate effective transitions and 
successful post-secondary outcomes.  

It can be challenging for family members and 
educators of individuals with autism to find the 
time and resources to provide instruction about 
self-determination. This resource outlines strategies 
that families and educators can utilize to aid the 
acquisition of self-determination skills in 
adolescents and young adults on the spectrum. In 
this guide, you will find information about how to 
create environments where individuals with autism 
can engage in self-determined behaviors such as 
self-awareness, problem-solving, decision-making, 
goal setting and attainment, and self-monitoring to 
maintain or improve quality of life. 

Guidance for Families and 
Educators 

Support in both home and school environments is 
necessary in order to promote self-determination 
effectively. Support from families and educators 
concerning psychological needs for competence, 
relatedness, and autonomy allow individuals with 
autism to experience self-determination. 

 How to Promote Competence 
• Model goal setting and problem solving
• Teach and scaffold daily living skills
• Evaluate and praise progress
• Provide choice-making opportunities

How to Promote Autonomy and Relatedness 
• Provide information and structure
• Elicit opinions and feedback
• Consider individual preferences and ensure

that goals and choice-making opportunities
align with interests

Strategies to Target the Development of Key Self-
Determination Skills 
Instruction in goal setting and attainment can 
influence causal agency and overall well-being by 
enabling individuals with autism to meet basic 
psychological needs and be more equipped to handle 
impediments. The following table outlines how 
families and educators can support adolescents and 
young adults in setting and achieving goals by 
targeting self-determination skills such as problem-
solving, choice-making, self-monitoring, self-
evaluation, and decision-making. 
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Three Steps for Goal Setting 
Steps 1-Set a Goal 2-Take Action 3-Adjust Goal

or Plan
Skill of 
Focus 

Problem 
solving and 
goal setting 

Goal 
attainment 
and self-
management 

Self-evaluation 
and decision-
making 

Role of 
Educator/ 
Family 
Member 

Help the 
individual 
identify and 
set a 
reasonable 
goal. 

Help the 
individual 
develop an 
action plan to 
achieve the 
goal. 

Help the 
individual 
evaluate 
progress 
toward the 
goal. 

How to 
Provide 
Support 

Teach choice-
making skills 
and engage 
individuals in 
strengths 
assessments. 

Teach how to 
self-instruct 
and how to 
self-monitor. 

Teach how to 
self-evaluate. 

Skill Instruction at Each Stage 
Step 1: Setting a Goal 

Self-
Awareness 

• Initiate conversations with young adults
about their capabilities, feelings, and what
motivates them.

• Encourage activities such as strengths
assessments and career interest
assessments.

Problem-
Solving 

• Help young adults talk about the thinking
process of generating solutions and analyze
the reasons for their choices.

• Instruct young adults on how to (1) define
the problem, (2) identify solutions, (3)
implement a solution, and (4) evaluate the
effectiveness of the solution.

Choice-
Making 

• Support young adults in identifying possible
goals and selecting from one or more
options based on their preferences.

• Enable young adults to state a goal and
identify criteria for achieving the goal.

Step 2: Taking Action 
Self-
Instruction 

• Provide prompts to help young adults
think about their goals and support them
in continuing to focus on their goals.

• Help young adults select a way to remind
themselves what they need to do to
meet their goals.

Self-
Monitoring 

• Enable young adults to determine a
schedule for their action plan and
implementing the plan.

• Instruct young adults on how to record
their progress toward their goal, like
using a checklist or a goal sheet.

Self-
Advocacy 

• Support young adults in expressing and
explaining their needs while working
toward their goals.

• Help young adults learn about resources
available to them at school, home, and in
the community and how they can seek
resources that will help them achieve
their goals.

Step 3: Adjusting Goal or Plan 
Self-
Evaluating 

• Encourage young adults to check their
progress toward their goals using their
checklist or goal sheet.

• Support young adults in comparing their
progress to the outcome they want to 
achieve. 

Decision-
Making 

• Enable young adults to decide if their
progress is adequate, inadequate, or if
the goal has been achieved.

• Assist young adults in deciding if their
goals should change or remain the same.

For more information about helping young adults 
with autism develop self-determination skills, visit the 
Peer-to-Peer guide and use the guiding questions to 
support young adults through the goal setting 
process. 

https://autism.lovetoknow.com/autism-resources/printable-goal-sheets-people-autism
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Resources

ASD Transition Toolkit 
This resource offers answers to key questions about information about 
how educators or families can prepare youth with autism for adulthood by 
supporting self-determination. 

Self-Determination Guide 
Reference this guide developed by the Kansas University Center on 
Developmental Disabilities for more information about educational 
supports for students with autism.  

Self-Determined Goals Toolkit 
This toolkit was designed to help parents, caregivers, teachers, siblings, 
service providers, and others who support teens and young adults with 
autism as they set and pursue self-determined goals. 
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