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curriculum including teachable goals and teaching objectives (Martin & Marshall, 1995,

p. 150-151).
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curriculum including teachable goals and teaching objectives (Martin & Marshall, 1995,
p. 150-151).

The choosing goals section needs to be extremely individualized based on the student’s
most effective way to learn. This includes their interests, learning experience, and the
environment that is best for them. Figure 5 represents a higher level preference sheet for
teenagers or adults to fill out based on their “likes” and then if those likes are matched
with their environment. This is geared towards older people or students because it is
specifically written to assess their current job environment. However this can be adapted
to a school setting and for younger children in terms of their learning style as well. Figure

6 is a modified version that is more appropriate for younger students and students that

require more support due to their developmental variation.

NAME: JOB SITE DATE:
Directions:

WHAT | LIKE column: Circle the job characteristic that you like best in each box.
WHAT IS HERE column: Circle the job characteristic in each box that best describes what is at this job.
MATCHES column: Circle YES if the first two columns are the same. Circle NO if they are not.

WHAT | LIKE WHAT IS HERE MATCHES
work alone work alone
1. lots of people around lots of people around YES NO
quiet workplace quiet workplace
2 noisy workplace noisy workplace YES NO
3 work close to home work close to home
’ distance to job doesn't matter distance to job doesn't matter YES NO
weekdays only weekdays only
4. weekends too weekends too YES NO
easy job easy job
51 challenging job challenging job YES NO

Figure 5. Job characteristics addressing child’s personal preferences for completing a
task (Martin & Marshall, 1995, p. 153).



IName:

How | Work Best

Circle or color on the answer that is best for you!

Do Il getto do it
What | like at school?
(cikgle yes or noj
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Alone With Friends
I @g | Yes
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Noisy Quiet
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)*fflé Apple Orange Yes
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Pictures Words
\
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‘ - No
Cool

Figure 6. Child work environment and school setting preference sheet, adapted from
Figure 5 Job Characteristics form (Martin & Marshall, 1995, n.p.).



27

This version of a characteristics sheet allows the child to point to, color, or circle their
preference and whether or not it is met at school. The images make it more age and
developmentally appropriate and the topics are applicable to a classroom and home
setting. Although this is technically part of the ChoiceMaker transition curriculum, filling
out this type of sheet is another activity where students are practicing their self-advocacy
skills. They are given the opportunity to make decisions independently but with
boundaries because of the prompts they are given to choose from. This supports
autonomy but at a maturity and developmental level appropriate for their needs at a
young age.

This curriculum includes tools for teachers to use assess the child and for the child
to self-assess. The teacher assessment is unique because it requires the teacher to not only
take into consideration the student’s skills, but also if the school or classroom setting is

providing opportunities for the student to practice those skills (figure 7).
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Student Skills Opportunity at
School
SECTION 2: Expressing Goals (Does the student do (Does school provide
this?) structured time?)
E. Student Leading Meeting- (not at all (100%) | (not at all 100%)
Does the student:
El. Begin meeting by stating purpose & 01 2 3 4 01 2 3 4
introducing participants?
E2. Review past goals and performance? 01 2 3 4 01 2 3 4
E3. Ask questions if student doesn't 01 2 3 4 01 2 3 4
understand something?
E4. Ask for feedback from group 01 2 3 4 01 2 3 4
members?
ES. Deal with differences in opinion? 01 2 3 4 01 2 3 4
E6. Close meeting by summarizing 01 2 3 4 01 2 3 4
decisions?
Subtotal _ _ _ __ Subtotal _ __ _ _

Figure 7. Example of an assessment for a teacher to use based on student’s performance
in section two: expressing goals (Martin & Marshall, 1995, p. 153).

For section three, take action, students are encouraged to plan out how they will achieve
each goal they have set for themselves. Martin and Marshall (1995) provide a sample of
how students can plan their weekly goals (figure 8), although this seems appropriate for a
child who is older and has relatively high cognitive and fine motor (writing) skills (p.
154). Thus figure 9 is an adapted version of a similar worksheet that is differentiated for a
kindergarten-aged student. Figure 9 includes more child-friendly language along with
supplementary images and space for children to draw or write their answers. Some
students may require picture cues to point to their responses if they do not have strong
verbal skills; other students may perform best if they are given the opportunity to speak
or type their answers. It is crucial to take the specific child’s strengths and challenges into

consideration when asking them to complete any task, including this one.
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Name Date
General Goal
Specific Goal
Student Plan
STANDARD FEEDBACK | MOTIVATION | STRATEGY SUPPORT SCHEDULE
What will Ibe | How will | get |Why do | want | What methods | What help do | | When will | do
satisfied with? | information on to do this? should | use? need? it?
|my performance?

their broader goals (Martin & Marshall, 1995, p. 154).

Figure 8. Take action sample worksheet for students to set their weekly goals based on
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[Name: Date:

Big Goal:

Little Goal:

Write words and draw pictures in the empty boxes.

My Plan ©
Standard Feedback Motivation Strategy Support Schedule
What do | want to How can my Why do | want to How can |l recch What help do | When wil | doite
learn? teacher help me my goal? need?
do better?

?

Figure 9. Take action worksheet adapted and differentiated worksheet to apply to
younger students with developmental variations that require a high level of support.

The ChoiceMaker curriculum allows children to have independence while still
giving teachers opportunities to drive their students’ learning. It includes realistic goals
both for teachers and students and can easily be differentiated depending on a child’s age,
maturity level, and/or developmental variation. This curriculum has skills embedded into
it that children can use throughout their lives such as choosing goals, expression goals,
and taking action. Children with developmental variations will continue to grow by
having experiences to make personal and individualized goals that are applicable to their
daily lives.

Person-Centered Planning. There are curriculums designed to include a child

with a developmental variation specifically in the planning process. The person-centered
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planning method is, “...vision-based and relies on collaboration to identify hopes,
interests, needs, and goals of a person with disabilities” (Feidler & Danneker, 2007, p. 8).
Although the depth of these hopes, interests, needs, and goals may vary depending on the
child’s age, a young child can still have input on this matter. The main goal of person-
centered planning is for a child with a developmental variation to work with their team
and, “...generate resources to improve the individual’s quality of life” (Feidler &
Danneker, 2007, p. 8). This can be made applicable to children as young as kindergarten
by using picture cues or verbal prompts to help a child determine his or her interests,
which can then lead to learning his or her needs and goals. Using a mentor student (a
child a few years older who has participated in a similar planning process) could help a
younger child have a better idea of the end goal while presenting it in a child-friendly and
non-intimidating way. Person-centered planning can seamlessly be incorporated into an
IEP meeting because the content that would be covered in this planning would also be
included in an IEP meeting.

Children’s Literature. An instructional practice that can promote self-advocacy
for children with disabilities while maintaining academic skill development is children’s
literature. As many educators would argue, literature is a teaching tool that can be used to
cover various learning domains and content areas that are both academic and behavioral.
Using books and stories when working with children with developmental variations
allows children to relate to characters. It also will provide an opportunity for children
who are developing typically to relate to and become more comfortable with
developmental variations. Bodart (1980) defines bibliotherapy as a process or activity

that is designed to help individuals (in this case, children) solve problems with the goal of
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better understanding themselves (as cited in Borders & Paisley, 1992, p 1). Research has
shown that bibliotherapy has a positive effect on students in the areas of self-advocacy
and self-determination in terms of problem solving, prosocial behavior, and building
relationships (Borders & Paisley, 1992, p. 1). From a psychological standpoint, literature
allows children to develop moral and ethical values and has the, “...capacity to provide
the ‘moral imagination’ that can enhance growth (Borders & Paisley, 1992, p. 2). Based
on a study implemented with the purpose of evaluating the developmental effects of
bibliotherapy, it was found that the, “...use of stories as a method for helping individuals
solve problems or better understand themselves appears to have promise not only in
motivating therapy but also personal growth” (Borders & Paisley, 1992, p. 6). Thus,
children’s literature can be woven into curriculum not only with specific academic
focuses, but also can be used to promote self-advocacy skills.

When putting the use of children’s literature into practice, it is critical to consider
multiple factors to ensure that the strategies used are appropriate. One of the most
important aspects to consider when choosing books that have characters with
developmental variations is that the, “...books have well-developed structure and
characters, appeal to children and teachers, include realistic portrayals and characters
with disabilities, and address issues in special education” (Konrad, Helf, & Itoi, 2007, p.
65). These books must be evaluated for bias based on illustrations and storylines and
character portrayals in terms of stereotypes (Konrad, Helf, & Itoi, 2007, p. 65). There are
teaching strategies and activities that can be implemented for various levels of
functioning for developmental variations. For example, a story can be read to a child and

then an activity about comparing the character’s developmental variation to that of the
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child could be implemented, promoting self-awareness skills. Another activity that
promotes goal setting and self-management is that a teacher reads a book then leads a
discussion about events that occurred in the story. Specifically “...pointing out situations
in which a character used a good self-management technique or in which the character
could have applied a better strategy” (Konrad, Helf, & Itoi, 2007, p. 66). Then the
students can make suggestions of how the character could have handled the situation
more appropriately. This is definitely an activity for children with strong verbal skills and
higher cognitive abilities. To promote self-advocacy, students could also write, speak, or
draw a letter on behalf of the character, advocating for their needs (Konrad, Helf, & Itoi,
2007, p. 66). There are many books and activities geared towards upper elementary and
middle school grades, however there are ways younger students can learn self-advocacy
skills through children’s literature.

To use children’s literature when working on self-advocacy and self-
determination skills, is it not only helpful but necessary to ensure the books used have
characters with developmental variations. An adult could read a child any book and
simply setting a goal of finishing the book or a certain number of pages is promoting goal
setting, self-awareness, and self-management, which are all components of self-
determination while maintaining the inclusion of literacy development (Konrad, Helf, &
Itoi, 2007, p. 70). As previously mentioned, it is crucial to use children’s books that lack
bias and stereotypes, which can require extensive research. The literature does not have
to have bells and whistles or an exceptionally unique message; it just needs to teach the
goal, which in this case is acceptance, inclusion, self-determination, and self-advocacy.

There are texts that do not draw attention to, sugar-coat, or negate developmental
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variations but they embrace them and present them as realistic components to human
development and what it is like to live with a variation or live among a variation. These

texts include, Susan Laughs by, Jeanne Willis, A Boy and A Jaguar by, Alan Rabinowitz,

My Pal, Victor, by Diane Gonzales Bertrand, My Brother Charlie by Holly Robinson

Peete and Ryan Elizabeth Peete, and Just Because by, Rebecca Elliot. These books are all
appropriate for children as young as kindergarten and have content based in
developmental variations including autism, using a wheelchair, being nonverbal, and
having a stutter. They also include characters of various races and from different family
structures. These books are not just important for children with developmental variations
to read so that they gain confidence and self-awareness, but also for those around them
who may not be educated about or comfortable with developmental variations.

Small Group Work and Classroom Community. Collaboration is a key
component to building students’ self-awareness and self-advocacy along with becoming
more accepting of and being able to advocate for others as well. When children are in
small, consistent groups they are able to build relationships and also become more
comfortable with their peers. This allows them to gain motivation and confidence to
advocate for themselves and gain a presence in their community. Small group work
increases engagement where students are forced to interact and communicate to the best
of their ability, which naturally facilitates peer help-seeking (Gasparini, 2014, p. 29). The
nature of this learning setting makes for a less intimidating environment where students
are less inhibited to ask for adaptive support from peers and adult facilitators (Gasparini,
2014, p. 29). Small, heterogeneous grouping is ideal for children especially those that are

kindergarten aged. Since these young students are new to a school environment,
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providing them with opportunities to learn from each other where some children may be
developing differently, variation or not, will support the idea of “disability” as a
variation, versus a stigmatized difference among humans. Without a strong and safe
classroom community, the inner communities (small groups) will not function as
effectively. A classroom community means that children feel a sense of belonging where,
“belonging to a group means being needed as well as to need, and believing that you have
something vital to contribute” (Charney, 2002, p. 22). A child’s contribution does not
need to be conventional, it can be apparent by, “...listening with attention and responding
with relevance, by showing concern for the feelings and viewpoints of others, by
developing a capacity for empathy” (Charney, 2002, p. 22). Thus, it is not difficult to
instill community and a sense of care in students. In fact, teachers do this every day by
expecting children to know each other’s names, taking turns, sharing, being inclusive,
being friendly, cooperating, and so much more (Charney, 2002, p. 25). Although it may
seem like a large task to conquer, building community is essential to creating a classroom
environment where meaningful learning can occur and children can be accepting and
encouraging over others regardless of differences. It is the teacher’s job to model and
facilitate within the setting where students are exposed to routines and norms. This will
lead to children trusting their teacher, each other, and themselves, which has the intention
to result in their increased comfort in seeking help and advocating without
embarrassment or intimidation.
Social Emotional Learning Curriculum
One way to promote self-determination and self-advocacy in a school setting is by

implementing a social emotional learning curriculum (SEL curriculum). The concepts of
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self-efficacy and help-seeking are aspects of a SEL curriculum that will lead towards
self-advocacy and self-determination. Self-efficacy can be described as a, ““...student’s
belief in his or her ability to be successful in specific situations. A child’s sense of self-
efficacy has great impact on how he or she may approach goals, tasks and challenges”
(Gasparini, 2014, p. 11). Self-efficacy is closely linked with a child’s self-esteem and
determination. There are various types of help-seeking that relate to a child’s
independence or need for scaffolding in terms of if they initiate or request for the help
themselves. Regardless of the type of help-seeking, this is a skill that is crucial to weave
into a SEL curriculum. There are some barriers to consider and to be aware of when
children are new to help-seeking. This includes an internal conflict where the child does
not want to be wrong or appear wrong in front of teachers or peers. For instance, “...the
child who wants to learn but does not want to be perceived as incompetent or dependent
must resolve these internal conflicts while at the same time weighting the const and
benefit” (Gasparini, 2014, p. 18). Thus, the teacher must be acutely aware of the type of a
support a child may need, even if they are insecure about seeking the help, especially
with young students.

Social emotional learning allows students to learn skills to help them manage their
emotions, set and achieve positive goals, understand and share their own feelings and the
feelings of others, build and grow positive relationships, and make responsible decisions
(CASEL, 2015, n.p). A SEL curriculum should include five core competencies. These are
sets of cognitive, affective, and behavioral competencies including self-awareness, self-
management, social awareness, relationship sills, and responsible decision-making

(CASEL, 2015, n.p). These competencies align with the self-determination principles,
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allowing for an all-encompassing SEL curriculum that includes self-determination and
self-advocacy. The teacher’s role in a SEL curriculum, just like in any curriculum, is key.
For the SEL curriculum it is the teacher’s perspective instead of being student-based like
in the self-determination theory. The teacher can teach and model socialization agents
including involvement, support for autonomy, and support for developmental
competence, which are the three innate psychological needs associated with the self-
determination theory (CASEL, 2015, n.p). These agents, “...facilitate the development of
prosocial student self-regulatory mechanisms, including self-advocacy and interpersonal
communication skills” (Gasparini, 2014, p. 24). A teacher’s involvement implies his or
her, “...willingness to dedicate time, resources, nurturance, and affective closeness”
(Gasparini, 2014, p. 24). To support autonomy, a teacher must support a student’s
independence and mastery of goals without assigning unnecessary tasks and punitive
consequences (Gasparini, 2014, p. 24). Lastly, the way in which a teacher supports
development of competence is by having, ““...consistent expectations, rules, [and] lessons
that are within a student’s ZPD, and by [having] an understanding of dependent
connections between students’ benefit and cost in relation to help-seeking” (Gasparini,
2014, p. 25). If teachers are able to support their students with developmental variations
by being involved, allowing for a child to be independent, and maintaining high but
realistic expectations for their students, the child will gain self-determination and self-
advocacy skills.

For many students, their teacher is one of the best role models in their lives; thus,
it is critical for teachers to model both social and academic behaviors that they want to

see in their students. Many teachers consider modeling to only be showing positive or
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“correct” behavior. However, some of the best learning experiences for students and
teachable moments for teachers is when the teacher models by showing vulnerability.
This is a way teachers can model help-seeking by demonstrating that no one knows all of
the answers and everyone has something to learn (Gasparini, 2014, p. 61). If students
have opportunities to observe that teachers are not superior beings that hold all of the
knowledge and power, they will most likely become more comfortable in the setting to
ask for help and confront peers. This leads to the how self-advocacy skills can affect
positive conflict resolution. Establishing a strong classroom community and respect for
peers will allow for conflict resolution lessons to occur in an SEL curriculum without
tension (Gasparini, 2014, p. 65). Modeling in a way to create a strong classroom
community where a SEL curriculum is present is key to prompting self-advocacy.
Through a SEL curriculum related to self-determination, teachers must also explicitly
support autonomy in their students. Teachers can do this by being aware of and
acknowledging students’ perspectives, providing opportunities for autonomous work,
praising quality work and providing developmentally appropriate constructive feedback,
taking students wants and needs into consideration, and being empathetic with students
(Ten Cate, Kusurkar, & Williams, 2011, 965). Some teachers do this automatically but
having a different lens to support autonomy in their students will change their teaching
perspective and the learning perspective of their students. Teachers need to consider that,
“interpersonal communication and self-advocacy is a life long skill that is best cultivated
through the fostering of trusting relationships, the creating of safe environments and
communities, genuine caring, and positive reinforcement” (Gasparini, 2014, p. 72). By

being open and honest with students including showing some of their own vulnerabilities,
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teachers can instill confidence in their students to become active members of the
classroom community without fear or intimidation.

There are strategies and techniques a classroom teacher can implement when
using a SEL curriculum and including self-determination and self-advocacy in his or her
teaching philosophy. Before practicing these strategies or choosing those that seem to be
the most realistic or effective, it is crucial to remember that the, “...student should be the
primary agent for choices, decisions, and actions, within the teacher’s guidelines”
(Palmer & Wehmeyer, 2002, p. 20). This information can be gathered by determining
students’ interests both as individuals and similarities and differences in group settings as
well. Since some students may not be able to verbally share their interests, they can draw,
gesture, or have someone from their support system share their interests as well (Palmer
& Wehmeyer, 2002, p. 10). Teachers can also facilitate self-instruction with their
students. Self-instruction, also referred to as “self-talk” is the, ““...verbalization that a
student does prior to performing a task” (Palmer & Wehmeyer, 2002, p. 43). Although
literally “verbalizing” may not be appropriate for some kindergarten aged students (with
or without a developmental variation), this can be modified to meet their individual
needs. For example, students can be given picture cues, reminder stories (or social
stories), or even have a concept pre-taught by the teacher. This learning strategy is
especially important for, “...students with disabilities who have problems with short-term
memory and retention of details, to rehearse their thoughts and perhaps give verbal cues
to their actions in any problem solving activity” (Palmer & Wehmeyer, 2002, p. 43). This
strategy would not be appropriate for students with extremely high needs or who may be

nonverbal, but it would be appropriate for other students; therefore, teachers must
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constantly be thinking of their students on an individual basis depending on what is
appropriate for that student to reach his or her highest potential.

An SEL curriculum is also an opportunity for students to learn self-management
including self-monitoring, self evaluation and self reinforcement skills. Self-
management, “...actively involves students in monitoring and controlling their behaviors
” (Palmer & Wehmeyer, 2002, p. 47). Students can self-monitor by having awareness of
their behaviors regardless of if they are positive behaviors or mistaken behaviors. Self-
evaluation is less appropriate for younger students but teachers can model self-evaluation
on themselves even with low-pressure, non-academic tasks that are not competitive. For
self-reinforcements, the teacher and student can work together to determine whether a
behavior should be reinforced. This does not have to be a reward or a tangible
reinforcement, but it can also be a discussion about the positive behavior and its meaning.
Children can learn to self-regulate behaviors in an SEL curriculum by gaining self-
management skills that can be universally effective (Palmer & Wehmeyer, 2002, p. 51).

Within a SEL curriculum, communication skills training can also be incorporated.
This program is an, “...assertive training and self-advocacy instruction co-occur with
communication and social skills training” (Palmer & Wehmeyer, 2002, p. 53). If younger
children with developmental variations are taught how to be more assertive or less
passive, this should lead towards higher potential for them to manage their learning and
social abilities independently. This training program can be part of an SEL curriculum
but also can be seamlessly incorporated into the SDT or self-determination model of
instruction. It is crucial to consider cultural differences among norms in a classroom,

school, and home setting; social behavior is culturally determined (Palmer & Wehmeyer,
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2002, p. 53). Thus, it is the teacher’s job to do the research and be proactive to create an,
“...open, honest and accepting classroom community” (Palmer & Wehmeyer, 2002, p.
53). This may require a teacher to contact family members or past teachers to really learn
about a child. There are also various activities that can be done with children not only for
the teachers to learn about their students but for the children to learn about themselves
and identify their individual wants and needs. An activity that can be done with young
children either on their own or with an adult filling out the information for them
(depending on the child’s cognitive and motor abilities) is Who am 1? (figure 10). This
activity allows for written and drawn responses; a student or adult can complete it. The
information could also be digitally recorded or video taped. This is something that can be
manipulated and individualized on a student-by-student basis based on their strengths and

needs.
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Who Am I?

My fiest name is: My lost name Is:

Important adults in my life cre:

My family includes:

Things | like to do are:

This is what | look like:

Figure 10. An activity for children to identify aspects of their strengths and challenges on
an independently level, with adult support if necessary. Adapted from “Who Am I”
(Palmer & Wehmeyer, 2002, p. 58).
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Communication skills are critical when incorporating self-advocacy into a curriculum.
Communication does not always mean verbally speaking which is especially important to
remember when working with young children but specifically young children with
developmental variations. However students can still learn to communicate and
communicate for themselves by learning when it is appropriate to speak, gesture, blink, et
cetera in various situations (Palmer & Wehmeyer, 2002, p. 56). When given opportunities
or activities to communicate information about themselves, “...children can start to
become their own advocate so they can learn to be safe and feel important” (Palmer &
Wehmeyer, 2002, p. 58). Thus, implementing a SEL curriculum can act as a tool for
teaching children with developmental variations self-advocacy skills and how to become
more self-determined as well. It is crucial for teachers to be aware of the influence their
experience, education, and planning will have on the efficiency and effectiveness of
teaching self-advocacy to young children with developmental variations.
Summary and Conclusion

If self-advocacy skills are taught to students with developmental variations by
embedding it into the curriculum, these children will have the information that can lead
them to being self-determined, included, and intrinsically motivated members of the
communities of which they belong. Adults can influence a child’s ability to self-advocate
and become self-determined in both positive and less effective ways. Children who have
developed typically will learn from adults around them in terms of how they respond to
and respect children with developmental variations. If adults are constantly coddling or
treating children with variations as inferior, other children will learn from this and do the

same. Also, children with developmental variations can become dependant on others,
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making them passive receptacles of information. Thus, it is crucial for everyone,
variation or not, to have high expectations for the abilities of children with developmental
variations.

As children develop, their communication skills and abilities will strongly
influence how they advocate for themselves. This may be a gesture or spoken word, but
allowing communication to occur and being patient enough for these communication
skills to develop is essential. This leads to providing children with opportunities for
individual choice and full participation in their lives and in the communities to which
they belong. According to IDEA and the Developmental Disabilities Bill of Rights Act,
individuals with developmental variations are mandated to be included and integrated
into all aspects of society (Nisbet, 2004, p. 232). The self-advocacy framework developed
by Test et al. (2005) provides a logical order to how knowledge of self, knowledge of
rights, communication, and leadership are interrelated and codependent in terms of how
they should be taught. These skills can be taught as part of a curriculum that is designed
to teach self-advocacy and self-determination to children with developmental variations.
Self-determination requires people to be given free choice with a balance of extrinsic and
intrinsic motivators that contribute to the outcome of their behaviors. The components of
the self-advocacy framework lead towards self-determination. Once these skills are
taught, the ideal purpose would be for children with developmental variations to
generalize these skills so they can use them innately among all aspects of their lives. The
Self Determination Theory (SDT) designed by Edward Deci and Richard Ryan (1985)
further develops the concept of self-determination in terms of intrinsic and extrinsic

motivators. This includes how behaviors relate to the three innate psychological needs
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which include autonomy, competence, and relatedness, along with the four distinct types
of motivation. The SDT allows a structure for children to learn how to self-regulate with
autonomy and become self-determined without the control of external stimuli. Once a
child is provided with the means to make choices on their own, regulate their own
behavior, gain competence from extrinsic motivator, and build relationships with others,
they will begin to build their foundation for self-advocacy. For children to gain these
skills, it is important for their educator to consider Lev Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal
Development, 1978 (ZPD). Students need a chance to complete a task independently, but
they may need some guidance to achieve the developmental level of the presented task.
There are many ways to instill independence in students with developmental variations
within the curriculum but also within the future of their learning and the services they
receive.

Students with developmental variations have IEPs that determine the services they
receive at school to ensure they will be in the appropriate environment and successful
learners. Once an IEP is initially written, there are IEP meetings that typically occur
annually to review the students’ progress in meeting their written goals. Although the law
states otherwise, children with IEPs are typically not included in their IEP meetings even
though it is a meeting solely about them achieving success in school. This would be a
place where a child could use their advocacy skills to communicate the supports they may
need. For younger children, this type of setting is not developmentally appropriate. It is
crucial to consider the environment that IEP meetings take place. If the meetings were in
a space that was comfortable or familiar to the child such a their classroom or at home,

and the information was presented on a level that is appropriate for their development,
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they would be able to participate in the meeting more successfully. It is not only essential
to include children in their IEP meetings ethically, but it will also provide them with yet
another setting to self-advocate.

It may feel daunting to implement aspects of self-advocacy and self-determination
in the classroom or daily routine of a child with a developmental variation. However, it
can begin to be accomplished by starting with small changes that eventually build up to
completely embedding these skills as objectives within the curriculum. These changes
could include community-building activities, incorporating student’s personal life
experiences, and encouraging students to choose goals, express goals, and taking action.
Teachers can also integrate small group work and a strong classroom community into the
students’ learning environment, which will encourage collaboration among peers and
adults alike. It is the teacher’s role to act as the model and facilitator especially for
younger children who need an adult in their life to look to as an example. Teachers can
focus on these concrete teaching while teaching students knowledge of themselves, their
rights, how to communicate, and how to lead.

More specific curriculums to implement in the classroom include the
ChoiceMaker curriculum, person-centered planning, and children’s literature. These
curriculums promote various components of self-advocacy and self-determination.
ChoiceMaker curriculum encourages goal setting that can be personalized so they are
realistic for both the teachers and student. Person-centered planning allows for the child
with the developmental variation to collaborate on a developmentally appropriate level.
They can collaborate with teachers and parents to make academic and life plans and

goals. Children’s literature is especially applicable to younger students because the child
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can relate to characters in the purposefully chosen books. Also, teachers can build lessons
and activities from the messages or characters in the stories. Aside from academic based
curriculum options, teachers can also include a Social Emotional Learning (SEL)
curriculum in their classroom to promote self-advocacy and self-determination. Students
will learn skills to manage their emotions and understand the emotions of others. It is not
expected for teachers to implement all of these strategies and curriculums but to choose
those that seem the most manageable for them and that are most appropriate for their
students.

Individuals with developmental variations need to learn how to advocate for
themselves and become determined on their own to reach their goals. If these individuals
are taught skills to do so starting young surrounded by members of their support system
who want to see them gain independence, they will be much more successful later in life.
Due to the fact that variations can range so vastly, these skills are going to need to be
heavily differentiated and individualized based on the child’s needs and environment of
which they live. Some caregivers may think that they are protecting children from not
involving them in their learning needs as an individual with a developmental variation,
however the truth is that these children deserve to know what makes them who they are
and how they can be the best versions of themselves. The most important way to
encourage children to figure out how to become their finest, truest selves will be to give

them an opportunity to be the main contributor in cultivating that person.
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