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Self-determination has been operationally 
defined as…

• “The ability to make choices, solve problems, set goals, 
evaluate options, take initiative to reach one’s goals, 
and accept consequences of one's actions” (Rowe et 
al., 2013).

• When acting based on these skills and attitudes, 
individuals have greater ability to take control of their 
lives and assume the role of successful adults in our 
society. Wehmeyer, M. L. & Schwartz, M. (1997)

What is Self-Determination?
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What We 
Know from 

the 
Research

While the research literature is ever growing on 
the model and concept of self-determination 
skills, much of what we know comes from the 
practical application of these skills into different 
college, career and community settings. Some 
thoughtful points include:

• The National Secondary Transition Technical 
Assistance Center has identified 16 
evidence-based predictors of post-school 
success for students with disabilities (Test et 
al., 2009). Findings indicated that students with 
higher levels of self-determination achieve 
better post-school outcomes in the areas of 
education and employment (Halpern et al., 
1995; Wehmeyer & Schwartz, 1997)

• Self-determination has been found by 
investigators to be a key predictor of 
postsecondary success, including employment 
for youth with disabilities (Shogren et al., 2017)

What the 
research 
tells us…
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When our students can…

• Act independently
• Make good decisions on their own
• Understand both their strengths, 

weaknesses and limitations
• Monitor and regulate their own behavior 

that matches the appropriate level for the 
business or social situation

• Set realistic goals and realize what it will 
take to reach these goals

How do we 
recognize 
Self-Determination 
in our students with 
disabilities?
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Examples of Self-Determination skills 
Participate in the 
development and 

implementation of their 
IEPs, including 

involvement in their IEP 
and transition planning 

meetings 

Present and lead the 
conversation about their 

Johns Hopkins digital 
portfolio at their own IEP 

meeting 

Make decisions about 
perceived strengths and 

preferences in the planning 
and preparation of their 

digital portfolio

Use self-determination 
skills throughout the 

process of college, career, 
life exploration activities
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The Instructional process of teaching 
Self-Determination skills
School leadership teams should support the creation of opportunities to 
embed self-determination skills into the everyday instructional process from 
Kindergarten through to adulthood.
Examples:

• Create opportunities for student-driven IEP and transition planning 
• Directly teach self-determination skills or enhance a student’s 

knowledge about any of its characteristics
• Look for opportunities to infuse self-determination instruction into the 

general education curriculum
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The Johns Hopkins Digital Portfolio
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Career Goals 
Task 

Students will work on 
Transition tasks that are 
assigned to them by a 
teacher or case manager.  
Students can use a variety of 
mediums for responses (text, 
pdf, video, etc.). 

9



Task 
Response and 
Feedback
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After entering a response, 
the student will work with 
a reviewer (teacher or case 
manager) for feedback and 
updates.  
This is the step in the process 
where the reviewer can 
introduce or further refine 
self-determination skills.



Task 
Response and 
Feedback

Audience participation:

What would  your response 
be to Stephanie?
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Task 
Response and 
Updates

After reading the feedback 
from the reviewer, the student 
can edit the task 
to reflect updates and 
actions taken.   
Multiple updates can be 
added as the student goes 
through the review and 
feedback process.
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Task Feedback 
Dialogue
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Continued self-determination 
skill building  through the 
review of updates made by 
the student.
The digital Portfolio is 
an interactive tool to assist 
students with task completion 
and self-determination 
skill building.
Conversations are stored for 
historical purposes and 
learning opportunities.



Task Feedback 
Dialogue
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Audience Participation:

What else would you offer to 
Stephanie for her to continue 
with the development of her 
self-determination skills?



Johns Hopkins Digital Portfolio Overview
Equipped with twenty years of research as one of the first developers of digital 
portfolios, CTE’s faculty has innovatively developed the Johns Hopkins Digital 
Portfolio to help students with disabilities with IEP and transition planning; to 
organize competencies and showcase information about their achievements, 
accomplishments and goals.
A state-of-the-art secure portfolio uniquely designed to provide pathways for 
building competence. Students capture progress and highlight areas of 
achievement to control their own narrative towards college, career and 
community readiness.
The digital portfolio provides a clear interface that includes the following 
elements:

• Task Cards built about pathways and competencies
• Mapping capabilities to ensure developmentally appropriate tasks
• Feedback mechanisms to support mentoring, instruction, and skill 

development
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Johns Hopkins Digital Portfolio Overview
Tasks are grouped by category. Examples of categories are: Student Background, 
Academics, Career Development, Life Skills.
Tasks can be created and customized by a school system to support a curriculum 
and/or meet the diverse needs of students. Examples of tasks are: Personal Traits, 
Graduation/Program Requirements, Health Care, Problem Solving, Career Goals.
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Students are assigned reviewers and a portfolio manager to guide them in 
the completion of tasks and self-determination skill building that will benefit 
them life long. 



Conclusion
Why use a Digital Portfolio tool to showcase 
Self-Determination skills for students with 
disabilities?
It helps our students:
• Demonstrate their positive strengths and traits
• Present themselves as both competent and confident job candidates who 

can truly compete in today’s workplace
• Highlight their expectations so they have the ability and confidence to 

stand up for their goals in an increasingly competitive world
• Document how they can work and cooperative as a member of a team, in 

college, career and community settings
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Visit our website at education.jhu.edu/cte and sign up for our mailing list.

Twitter.com/JHU_CTE Facebook.com/JHUCTE Instagram.com/jhucte
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