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Neurodiversity

▪Humans have all kinds of minds/brains.

▪There is no such thing as a “normal” brain.

▪Neurodiversity Movement: part of the 
disability rights movement. It says that 
people with all kinds of brains should be 
accepted in society.

▪ Source: Welcome to the Autistic Community, by Autistic Self Advocacy 
Network

▪ Free download (scroll to the bottom of the page for the pdf) at: 
https://autisticadvocacy.org/book/welcome-to-the-autistic-community/



Autism – A Neurodiversity Description

▪Autism is developmental disability that 
affects how people think, understand the 
world, move, communicate and socialize.

▪ Source: Welcome to the Autistic Community, by Autistic Self 
Advocacy Network

▪ Free download (scroll to the bottom of the page for the pdf) at: 
https://autisticadvocacy.org/book/welcome-to-the-autistic-community/



What is Self-Determination?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YPWhAMe4UzU -

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YPWhAMe4UzU


What is Self-Determination?

• Making choices and decisions regarding 
one’s quality of life free from undue
external influences or interference 
(Wehmeyer, 1999)



Why is Self-Determination Important?

• It is a fundamental human right, 
regardless of disability (UN Convention 
on Rights of Persons with Disabilities, 
2006; ratified by Canada, 2010).

• Increased self-determination contributes 
to a higher quality of life (Wehmeyer & 

Schwartz, 1998; Lachapelle et al., 2005; and Shogren et 
al., 2015).



Why is Self-Determination Important?

• However, autistic people are less self-
determined than their peers, including 
peers with other developmental 
disabilities (Chou, Wehmeyer, Palmer, & Lee, 2016; 

Hodgetts, Richards, & Park, 2018; Nonnemacher & 
Bambara, 2011; Weiss & Riosa, 2015).



But Really - Why is Self-Determination 

Important?

▪ As parents, we know that our children are likely to 
outlive us

▪ As parents, we likely want our children to be safe
and happy

▪ How can we give our children the best chance to be 
safe and happy beyond our lifetimes?
▪ Self-determination is key.
▪ Self-determination allows us to set boundaries with 
others (safety)

▪ Self-determination allows us to pursue our interests, likes, 
and preferences (happiness)

▪ The burrito test



Self-Determination Theory

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6hTbz-ABgDw 

A psychological theory of motivation.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6hTbz-ABgDw


Self-Determination Theory

Competence

AutonomyRelatedness



Competence

• Feeling of mastery (I can do 
it); feeling able to operate 
effectively within important 
life contexts

• Competence is easily 
thwarted:
• Challenge is too difficult
• Negative feedback is 

pervasive
• Person-focused criticism 

and social comparisons

Competence

AutonomyRelatedness



Strategies to Support Competence

• Focus on mastery rather than performance 
goals

• Provide informational feedback rather than 
evaluative or controlling

• Provide the “just right” challenge

• Provide structure

• Set limits in a noncontrolling way

• Encourage efforts



Strategies to Support Competence

• Identify barriers and develop mitigating 
strategies

• Build on strengths

• Scaffold to support success

• Teach self-monitoring of progress

• Clear, achievable expectations



Relatedness

• Feeling cared for by others; 
belonging and feeling 
significant among others; 
feeling that one is giving or 
contributing to the group

• Contexts that thwart 
relatedness:
• Conditional regard
• Caring provided out of 

a sense of obligation 
or benevolence

Competence

AutonomyRelatedness



Creating a Relatedness-Supportive 

Environment

• Devote time, show interest

• Invest attention

• Be caring and supportive

• Show warmth and concern

• Taking the other’s frame of reference is 
experienced as caring

• Unconditional positive regard



Autonomy

• Sense of voluntariness; one’s 
behaviours are self-endorsed; 
not the same as 
independence

• Contexts that thwart 
autonomy:
• Not offering choices
• Making demands or giving 
directives

Competence

AutonomyRelatedness



Creating an Autonomy-Supportive 

Environment

• Take the child’s, teen’s, or adult’s perspective
• Ensure person has a functional communication 
system and it is available

• Offer meaningful choices, including within 
activities

• Encourage and support initiative and voice
• Minimize controlling language
• Provide meaningful rationales for required or 
requested behaviours

• Be responsive to comments and questions



Creating an Autonomy-Supportive 

Environment

• Acknowledge feelings of resistance

• Allow time for independent work or activities

• Create opportunities for individuals to work in 
their own way

• Acknowledge signs of improvement or mastery

• Offer progress-enabling hints when the person 
seems stuck

• Ensure access to learning materials

• Nurture the person’s interests



Component Skills for Self-

Determination

• Choice making

• Decision making

• Problem solving

• Goal setting

• Planning

• Goal attainment

• Self management

• Self advocacy

• Self awareness

• Self knowledge



Choice Making

• What is needed for real choice?

–Alternatives to choose from

–An understanding of what those 
alternatives involve

–A means to communicate the choice

–A history of having choices respected



Choice Making

• Particularly important for childhood/early 
elementary.  

• Provides opportunity to teach students they 
have a voice in their education.

• People’s preferences change.  Just because a 
student liked something at one time doesn’t 
mean he or she will like it at another time.
– Assess frequently.



Neurodiversity Strengths Checklist

• The key to helping 
children with “deficits” is 
to first find out as much 
as we can about their 
strengths.
– Thomas Armstrong, 

Neurodiversity in the 
Classroom, p. 5.

• https://galileo.org/pl/wp-
content/uploads/Neurodi
versity-Strengths-
Checklist.pdf

https://galileo.org/pl/wp-content/uploads/Neurodiversity-Strengths-Checklist.pdf


Preference Assessments



One Page Profile



Important To/Important For
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Activity

• Prepare a one-page profile for yourself
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Another Example
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Self-Determined Learning Model of 

Instruction (SDLMI)
• The Self-Determined Learning Model of Instruction 

(SDLMI) is used by teachers to enable students to:
• Set goals
• Make choices and decisions
• Develop plans to reach goals
• Track progress toward goals

Teachers Guide is a free download at:

• https://selfdetermination.ku.edu/

https://selfdetermination.ku.edu/


3 Phases of SDLMI



Final Thoughts

Questions?


