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Abstract
Researchers have separately explored applications and implications of the Self-Determination Theory (SDT) and Causal Agency
Theory in the school context; however, limited attention has been directed to examining the relations between constructs
emerging from SDT (agentic engagement, motivation, and basic needs satisfaction and frustration) and the Causal Agency
Theory (self-determination and its essential characteristics—volitional action, agentic action, and action-control beliefs), as well
as the use of measures developed to assess these constructs in adolescents with disabilities. We examined the reliability of
measures emerging from both theories in adolescents with disabilities, and explored the pattern of means, correlations, and
predictive relations among the constructs. We found adequate reliability, and unique patterns of correlations and predictive
relationships among the constructs. Adolescents with disabilities showed higher levels of need satisfaction than frustration, as
well as moderately high levels of self-determination and agentic engagement, consistent with other research with students with
and without disabilities. The findings highlight the role of constructs from positive psychology in the lives of students with and
without disabilities and the need for more research that includes students with disabilities and explores their experiences
alongside their peers without disabilities in developing causal agency.

Keywords Causal Agency Theory . Self-Determination Theory . Adolescence . Disability .Measurement . Schools

Human agentic theories, including theories of self-determina-
tion, assume that each person actively shapes his or her envi-
ronment and that each person is driven to be an active contrib-
utor to, or agent of, his or her own behavior (Little et al. 2006;
Wehmeyer et al. 2017). Within the field of motivational psy-
chology, the Self-Determination Theory (SDT) adopts the as-
sumptions of human agentic theories and attempts to explain
human motivation, namely differences between autonomous
and controlled types of motivation. SDT suggests that social
contexts can motivate human action to meet three basic psy-

chological needs, the need for autonomy, competence, and
relatedness (Deci 1980, 1992; Deci and Ryan 2002, 2012),
and describes these basic psychological needs as an Benergizer
of behavior^ (Deci andRyan 2012, p. 101) that, when satisfied,
contribute to intrinsic, or autonomous, motivation and, when
frustrated, lead to extrinsic motivation. It is critical, as such, to
create social contexts that address these basic psychological
needs (i.e., autonomy-supportive contexts) and, in doing so,
promote autonomous motivation (Deci and Ryan 2012). As
adolescents become intrinsically motivated, this has the poten-
tial to further enhance their ability to engage in self-determined
actions to address their basic psychological needs.

SDT differs from other theories in its differentiation of
autonomous and controlled motivation (Deci and Ryan
2012). Specifically, SDT posits that motivation occurs along
a continuum ranging from: (1) external regulation, (2)
introjected regulation, (3) identified regulation, and (4) intrin-
sic motivation. Motivation across contexts will be influenced
by the degree environments support intrinsic motivation or
autonomous regulation of one’s behavior versus the degree
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to which environments promote external control or regulation
by other people or environmental contingencies. The degree
to which environments satisfy versus thwart basic psycholog-
ical needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness influ-
ence where youth fall on the motivation and internal versus
external regulation continuums as well as psychological well-
being (Deci and Ryan 2012; Ryan and Deci 2011). The im-
portance of intrinsic or autonomous motivation and the satis-
faction of basic psychological needs has been widely docu-
mented (Reeve et al. 2004; Vansteenkiste and Ryan 2013;
Vansteenkiste et al. 2012), including the role of classrooms
that support autonomy, competence, and relatedness need sat-
isfaction in enhancing student academic outcomes (De
Naeghel et al. 2014; Niemiec and Ryan 2009).

Researchers have also examined the impact of motivation
and basic psychological need satisfaction and frustration on
student engagement in classrooms, a critical variable in posi-
tive classroom functioning (Jang et al. 2012). Engagement has
been described as a multi-dimensional construct, and Reeve
(2013) proposed agentic engagement as a new aspect of stu-
dent engagement, which differs from behavioral, emotional,
and cognitive engagement in its focus on student initiation and
contributions to instructional environments, or focusing on
how students proactively contribute to instruction by asking
questions and communicating their wants and needs, rather
than waiting on teachers to initiate or direct the process.
Researchers have found that agentic engagement makes
unique contributions to student motivation, and that this rela-
tionship may be reciprocal with autonomous motivation
influencing agentic engagement and vice versa over time
(Reeve and Lee 2014). This suggests the importance of un-
derstanding basic psychological need satisfaction and frustra-
tion, motivation, and engagement in adolescents with and
without disabilities.

In the disability field, the construct of self-determination
has also received significant attention. In the 1990s,

researchers began to acknowledge the frequency and detri-
mental impact of controlling environments on the self-
determination and postschool outcomes of adolescents with
disabilities (Blackorby and Wagner 1996). Funding was pro-
vided by the U.S. Department of Education, in the early
1990s, to develop theoretical frameworks, assessments, and
interventions to enhance student self-determination (Ward
2005), focusing explicitly on adolescents with disabilities in
recognition of this group’s restricted opportunities to make
and express choices and self-direct their lives and learning.
It was hypothesized that the lack of opportunities for self-
direction contributed to less positive postschool outcomes.
The functional model of self-determination was introduced
by Wehmeyer (1992, 1999, 2003) to describe the function of
self-determined behaviors for adolescents with disabilities,
recognizing the role of volitional action in enabling adoles-
cents with disabilities to act as a causal agent in their lives.
From this, interventions such as the Self-Determined Learning
Model of Instruction (Wehmeyer et al. 2000) were developed
for special education teachers to use to reorient their instruc-
tion to be student-directed and explicitly teach adolescents
with disabilities self-regulated problem-solving skills that
would enable them to take advantage of the changes in the
teachers’model of instruction, utilizing student-directed learn-
ing strategies.

The Causal Agency Theory (Shogren et al. 2015a) was
recently introduced, building on the functional theory, but
incorporating more explicitly elements of SDT into the theo-
retical framework for understanding how adolescents with and
without disabilities learn and can be supported to engage in
causal actions, defined by volitional and agentic action (see
Fig. 1). Essentially, the Causal Agency Theory focuses on
how autonomy-supportive interventions, such as the Self-
Determined Learning Model of Instruction, can be used in
autonomy-supportive contexts to enhance causal agency, stu-
dent self-determination, and other outcomes.

Fig. 1 Relationship between basic psychological needs, motivation, causal action, and self-determination (Shogren and Wehmeyer 2016)
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Researchers have separately explored applications and im-
plications of SDT and the Causal Agency Theory in school
contexts (Reeve 2002a; Wehmeyer and Shogren 2017b), giv-
en the centrality of this environment for adolescents.
However, to date, the relations between constructs defined
by the two theories have not been extensively explored.
Further, while the Causal Agency Theory has been explored
in the disability context (Wehmeyer and Shogren 2017a), SDT
has received more limited attention in the disability context.
Thus, the present study is part of a line of research to theoret-
ically and empirically test the relationships among constructs
associated with these two theories in adolescents with and
without disabilities, although the present analysis focused ex-
plicitly on adolescents with disabilities. The goal of this study
was to explore the relations between constructs emerging from
SDT (agentic engagement, motivation, and basic needs satis-
faction and frustration) and the Causal Agency Theory (self-
determination and its essential characteristics—volitional ac-
tion, agentic action, and action-control beliefs), as well as the
use of measures developed to assess these constructs in ado-
lescents with disabilities. Further, we were also interested in
preliminarily exploring the degree to which constructs associ-
ated with SDT predicted self-determination, as defined by the
Causal Agency Theory (see Fig. 1). As such, we had three
research questions. First, how reliable are the measures asso-
ciatedwith the Self-Determination Theory and Causal Agency
Theory in adolescents with disabilities? Second, what are pat-
terns of means and correlations among constructs associated
with the Self-Determination Theory and Causal Agency
Theory in adolescents with disabilities? And third, to what
degree do constructs associated with the Self-Determination
Theory predict self-determination?

Method

Participants

Adolescents with disabilities (n = 55) aged 12 to 19 years
(M= 15.8; SD = 1.5 years) who attended a private school
for students with social and academic support needs partici-
pated in the study. The school’s curriculum focuses on
supporting students who experience social and academic chal-
lenges because of learning differences. As such, all participat-
ing students had learning disabilities. The majority also had
additional diagnoses including attention deficit hyperactivity
disorder (ADHD; n = 17, 31%), autism (n = 10, 18%), as well
as both ADHD and autism (n = 26, 47%). Most of the partic-
ipants were male (n = 38, 69%) ranging in age from 12 to
18 years (M = 15.7; SD = 1.56). Female participants (n = 13,
24%) ranged in age from 13 to 19 years (M = 16.2; SD =
1.42). Further, 67% of participants identified as White (n =
37), although students from other racial or ethnic groups were

also represented in the sample. Table 1 provides additional
demographic information.

Procedures

A school administrator interested in enhancing efforts to pro-
mote self-determination contacted the research team about the
Self-Determination Inventory: Student Report (SDI:SR;
Shogren and Wehmeyer 2017), a measure of self-
determination (described subsequently) aligned with the
Causal Agency Theory developed by the research team.
Following several discussions with regard to shared research
interests, it was decided that an initial step for this collabora-
tion would be to explore relationships among constructs
across the two theories. The school administrator shared in-
formation of the purpose of the study with participants and
their guardians. With assent from the students, school person-
nel administered the assessments in individual or group set-
tings using an online or paper-based format depending on
students’ instructional preferences. It took students between
20 and 30 min to complete the measures. Support (i.e.,
rephrasing questions or deciphering words) was provided as

Table 1 Demographic characteristics of the sample

n = 55

Characteristic n Percent

Disability

ADHD 17 30.9

Autism 10 18.2

ADHD and autism 26 47.3

Othera 2 3.6

Gender

Male 41 74.5

Female 14 25.5

Age

12–13 8 14.5

14–15 15 27.3

16–17 26 47.3

18–19 6 10.9

M 15.7 (SD = 1.7)

Ethnicity

White 37 67.3

Hispanic or Latino origin 4 7.3

Black 3 5.5

Asian 5 9.1

Two or more races 4 7.3

Other 2 3.6

ADHD attention deficit hyperactivity disorder
a Other includes participants with a diagnosis of learning disability with-
out an ADHD and/or autism diagnosis
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needed by teachers for individual students, consistent with the
administration protocol for the assessments.

Measures

Basic Psychological Need Satisfaction and Frustration The
Basic Psychological Needs Satisfaction and Frustration
Scale (BPNSFS; Chen et al. 2015) was developed to assess
satisfaction and frustration of each of the basic psychological
needs (autonomy, relatedness, and competence). The BPNSF
is composed of 24 items which are measured on a 5-point
scale from 1 (Not true at all) to 5 (Completely true). Chen
et al. (2015) found a six-factor model best fit the data
representing (1) autonomy satisfaction, (2) autonomy frustra-
tion, (3) relatedness satisfaction, (4) relatedness frustration, (5)
competence satisfaction, and (6) competence frustration. The
authors also fit two separate higher order factors of overall
needs satisfaction and frustration, which showed unique rela-
tionships with indicators of well-being. The factor structure of
the BPNSF has been validated with culturally diverse adoles-
cents (Chen et al. 2015; Cordeiro et al. 2016; Nishimura and
Suzuki 2016). However, it has not been utilized with adoles-
cents with disabilities, although a version was developed for
adults with intellectual disability (Frielink et al. 2016).
Researchers have reported internal consistency values on the
BPNSF in the range of .6 to .8.

Motivation To measure adolescent motivation in the school
context, as defined by SDT, the Academic Self-Regulation
Questionnaire (SRQ-A; Ryan and Connell 1989) was used.
The SRQ-A was developed to assess student perceptions of
why they complete their school work, as an indicator of mo-
tivation in the school context. Specifically, the degree to which
students are motivated by intrinsic versus extrinsic factors is
assessed. The standard version of the SRQ-Awas developed
for students in late elementary and middle school, and a mod-
ified version, which was used in this study, was created for
students with learning disabilities (Deci et al. 1992). This ver-
sion was adapted from the original to promote ease of re-
sponse by changing questions from amultiple response format
for each item to separate items. The modified SRQ-A is com-
prised of 17 items and responses range from 0 (Never) to 4
(Always). Within the questionnaire, there are four subdomains
representing the continuum of extrinsic to intrinsic motiva-
tion: (1) external regulation, (2) introjected regulation, (3)
identified regulation, and (4) intrinsic motivation. Research
on the SRQ-A has suggested Cronbach’s alpha of 0.66 to
0.82, indicating moderate to high levels of internal consisten-
cy (Ryan and Connell 1989).

Agentic Engagement The Agentic Engagement Scale (AES;
Reeve 2013) was used to measure the extent to which students
constructively contribute to the instruction they receive.

Specifically, the AES was designed to measure agentic en-
gagement as defined by Reeve. The AES contains five items
that range from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree).
Previous research on the AES has suggested acceptable levels
of internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha > 0.8) for middle
and high school students, as well as college students, without
disabilities.

Self-Determination Adolescent self-determination was mea-
sured using the pilot version of the Self-Determination
Inventory: Student Report (SDI:SR; Shogren et al. 2014b).
The SDI:SR is a self-report measure operationalizing the
Causal Agency Theory. It was developed to measure the three
essential characteristics of self-determined action (volitional
action, agentic action, and action-control beliefs) as well as
overall self-determination as defined by the Causal Agency
Theory in adolescents aged 13 to 22 with and without disabil-
ities. The pilot measure is composed of 51 questions, the ma-
jority of which are rated via an online sliding scale that ranges
from 0 to 100 with the anchors of Disagree and Agree. There
is also a subset of means-end problem-solving items, where
students are instructed to provide the best response to com-
plete a story with a beginning and end. Pilot testing of the
SDI:SR suggested an equivalent factor structure across ado-
lescents with and without disabilities, as well as adequate re-
liability in both populations (Shogren et al. 2017).

Data Analyses

To address the three research questions, a series of analyses
were undertaken. As all measures were originally on differing
scales, the proportion of maximum scaling (POMS) method
(Little 2013) was used in which the transformed scale across
items ranged from 0 (lowest score) to 1 (highest score). This
method has been utilized in previous studies by the research
team (Shogren et al. 2014a, 2015b). Following transforma-
tion, reliability coefficients were calculated at the scale and
subscale level (as appropriate) for each of the measures.
Because this investigation of the relationships between the
measures is in the early stages of inquiry, the criterion for
acceptable reliability was determined to be 0.7 or higher prior
to data analysis (Nunnally 1978) as the squared value of this
reliability would indicate that 50% of a measure or subscale’s
variance can be explained (Raykov and Marcoulides 2011).
Next, descriptive statistics were calculated, as well as
Pearson’s r for overall measure correlations and subscale mea-
sure correlations. The correlations were also interpreted in
terms of effect sizes 0.10, 0.30, and 0.50 indicating weak,
medium, and strong correlations, respectively. Finally, we
conducted a forward step-wise regression to explore the de-
gree to which constructs associated with the Self-
Determination Theory (agentic engagement, motivation, need
satisfaction, and frustration) predicted overall SDI:SR scores.
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An α level of 0.05 was used when evaluating all correlations
and regression predictors. Further, the proportion of variance
accounted for (R2) in each overall measure and construct’s
prediction of SDI:SR overall score was examined. The R2

reveals how relevant each construct associated with the Self-
Determination Theory was to the SDI:SR, and thus measuring
the relevance of Self-Determination Theory constructs to
those of the Causal Agency Theory. All analyses were com-
pleted in SPSS, Version 22 (2013).

Results

The first analysis examined the reliability of the scales and
subscales of the measures associated with SDT and the
Causal Agency Theory with adolescents with disabilities. As
shown in Table 2, there was some variability in the reliability
of measures and associated subscales with some falling under
the previously determined criterion of 0.70 or higher. The
subscales of Identified Regulation on the SRQ-A,
Relatedness Frustration on the BPNSF, and Volitional
Action on the SDI:SR showed reliability below the identified
criterion; however, those reliabilities, all > 0.60, were close to
the threshold. However, Agentic Action (α = 0.454) on the
SDI:SR and Autonomy Satisfaction (α = 0.460) on the
BPNSF showed lower reliability values.

Next, we explored the means (see Table 2) and correlations
(see Table 3) of the scales and subscales. Overall, students had
relatively high means on the SDI:SR and its associated

constructs and BPN Satisfaction (0.77) in comparison to BPN
Frustration (0.46) and its associated subscales. The Intrinsic
Motivation subscale within SRQ-A demonstrated lower aver-
age scores in comparison to other subscales on the SRQ-A,
which may be explained by the fact that intrinsic motivation
develops with age and maturation. In terms of the patterns of
correlations, the results suggest that the SDI:SR correlated
strongly with the BPN Satisfaction constructs (r = 0.609), mod-
erately with the SRQ-A (r = 0.404), and strongly with the AES
(r = 0.587) as shown in Table 3. Further, the SDI:SR and frus-
tration constructs within the BPNSF were marginally negative-
ly correlated (r = − 0.103). Satisfaction as measured by the
BPNSF correlated moderately with the SRQ-A (r = 0.351)
and strongly with the AES (r = 0.645). Conversely, BPN
Frustration demonstrated a weak effect size with all other mea-
sures, including BPN Satisfaction (r = − 0.086).

At the subscale level with the measures, as shown in
Table 4, the SDI:SR subscales exhibited strong correlations
with one another, with the exception of the correlation be-
tween Agentic Action and Volitional Action, which displayed
a medium-to-strong correlation (r = 0.393). The correlations
among satisfaction constructs within the BPNSF were also
moderate to strong as were subscales within the frustration
construct. In alignment with its conceptual understanding,
External Regulation as measured by the SRQ-A showed a
weak correlation with Intrinsic Motivation (r = 0.119), as
these constructs measure competing notions of the origin of
motivation. Intrinsic Motivation was also only moderately
correlated with Introjected Regulation (r = 0.309) and
Identified Regulation (r = 0.443).

When looking at subscale correlations across measures,
Volitional Action demonstrated moderate correlations with
Autonomy Satisfaction (r = 0.303) and Relatedness
Satisfaction (r = 0.306) of the BPNSF, and the AES (r =
0.371). Notably, all frustration subscales of the BPNSF were
weakly correlated with Volitional Action, while the
Competence Frustration (r = − 0.409) subscale was moderate-
ly negatively correlated with Agentic Action. Action-Control
Beliefs showed strong effect sizes with all satisfaction con-
structs of the BPNSF as well as with the AES (r = 0.629). All
SRQ-A subscales aside from Intrinsic Motivation (r = 0.102)
were moderately correlated with Volitional Action, and the
correlation between Action-Control Beliefs and Identified
Regulation (r = 0.478) was moderate.

To address the third research question, we conducted an
exploratory forward step-wise regression (Table 5). The re-
sults demonstrated that Relatedness Satisfaction from the
BPNSF alone was able to account for approximately 30% of
the variance in SDI:SR overall scores, F(1, 49) = 22.824,
p < 0.001. A second model including the AES was able to
account for an additional 6% of variance in SDI:SR overall
scores, ΔF(1, 48) = 6.176, p = 0.016, but the other subscales
did not significantly add to the model.

Table 2 Measure and subscale descriptive statistics

Number M SD Range

SDI:SR 55 0.72 0.120 0.48 0.927

Volitional action 55 0.72 0.139 0.56 0.626

Agentic action 55 0.68 0.145 0.59 0.454

Action-control beliefs 55 0.77 0.154 0.57 0.880

BPN satisfaction 54 0.77 0.141 0.48 0.782

Autonomy satisfaction 54 0.74 0.158 0.69 0.460

Related satisfaction 53 0.81 0.156 0.51 0.692

Competence satisfaction 53 0.76 0.193 0.98 0.738

BPN frustration 54 0.46 0.209 0.79 0.821

Autonomy frustration 54 0.58 0.220 0.94 0.729

Related frustration 54 0.38 0.231 0.85 0.627

Competence frustration 54 0.43 0.276 0.98 0.827

SRQ-A 53 0.61 0.196 0.80 0.895

External regulation 53 0.63 0.276 1.00 0.871

Introjected regulation 53 0.59 0.231 0.92 0.839

Identified regulation 53 0.68 0.266 1.00 0.667

Intrinsic motivation 53 0.53 0.254 0.99 0.758

AES 54 0.77 0.191 0.80 0.769
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Discussion

This study is part of a line of work exploring the relations
between constructs emerging from SDT and the Causal
Agency Theory in adolescents with and without disabilities.
The focus of the present paper was to explore relations among
specific constructs as hypothesized in the Causal Agency
Theory (see Fig. 1), as well as explore the measurement of
constructs from SDT in adolescents with disabilities. As such,
we examined the reliabilities, means, correlations, and predic-
tive relations among agentic engagement, motivation, basic
needs satisfaction and frustration, and self-determination and
its essential characteristics—volitional action, agentic action,
and action-control beliefs.

In terms of reliability of the measures in a sample of ado-
lescents with disabilities, including learning disabilities, au-
tism, and ADHD, we found that at the scale and subscale
level, the majority of the measures has adequate reliability
properties. There were exceptions, with the lowest reliability
scores for items from the Agentic Action subscale of the
SDI:SR and the Autonomy Satisfaction subscale of the BPN
scale. Previous studies of the SDI:SR have found similar re-
sults with regard to the Agentic Action subscale with a com-
parable sample of adolescents with disabilities, which may
reflect that the items on this scale require responding to
means-ends problem-solving items rather than simply
responding to survey questions as required by the rest of the
items on the scale (Shogren et al. 2017). Ongoing work is
needed to explore the best ways to support adolescents with
disabilities to effectively complete measures of their self-
determination skills, as well as potential differences in adoles-
cents with and without disabilities in these skills and resulting
implications for intervention.

When looking at the means and correlations across the
scales and subscales, expected patterns emerged, with adoles-
cents with disabilities showing higher levels of need satisfac-
tion than frustration, as well as moderately high levels of self-
determination and agentic engagement, consistent with other
research with students with and without disabilities (Jang et al.
2012; Shogren et al. 2017). Further research is needed, how-
ever, that directly compares students with and without

disabilities. For example, examining if students with disabil-
ities experiencemore need frustration and less agentic engage-
ment, as the environments of people with disabilities often
tend to be more controlling and less supportive of self-
determination (Balcazar et al. 2012; Houghton et al. 1987),
may be a direction for future research. Further, the finding that
adolescents with disabilities tend to rate themselves highest on
the identified regulation subscale and higher on the external
and introjected regulation subscale than the intrinsic motiva-
tion subscale suggests that the youth fall in the range of being
more motivated by external rather than intrinsic factors,
reflecting the ongoing development of intrinsic motivation,
but could also be influenced by environments that these stu-
dents with disabilities are exposed to (Deci et al. 1992).
Further research is needed that replicates these findings and
explores the implications for the development of self-determi-
nation. Additionally, research is needed on the impact of
autonomy-supportive classrooms and interventions to pro-
mote intrinsic motivation in adolescents with and without dis-
abilities (Chang et al. in press; De Naeghel et al. 2014; Reeve
2002b).

Relatedly, the pattern of correlations across the constructs
associated with the Self-Determination Theory and Causal
Agency Theory suggests that differing constructs are being
measured, but that there are clear relationships in expected
directions between, for example, basic psychological need
satisfaction and self-determination, motivation and self-deter-
mination, and agentic engagement and self-determination. As
hypothesized by the Causal Agency Theory, basic psycholog-
ical need satisfaction and intrinsic motivation are related to
self-determination and its essential characteristics—
volitional action, agentic action, and action-control beliefs—
in students with disabilities. This suggests, as has been sug-
gested for students without disabilities, that focusing on ad-
dressing basic psychological needs and promoting agentic en-
gagement in classrooms relates to (Jang et al. 2012), and po-
tentially influences, outcomes. Further research is needed that
explores ways, in inclusive environments, to promote agentic
engagement and intrinsic motivation for all students to en-
hance self-determination, well-being, and academic
outcomes.

Table 3 Overall measure
correlations SDI:SR BPN satisfaction BPN frustration SRQ-A AES

SDI:SR 1 0.609** − 0.103 0.404** 0.587**

BPN satisfaction 54 1 − 0.086 0.351** 0.645**

BPN frustration 54 54 1 0.252 − 0.047

SRQ-A 53 53 53 1 0.377**

AES 54 54 54 53 1

Listed below the diagonal are sample sizes

**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (two-tailed)

*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed)
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Further substantiating the need for ongoing research on the
relationships specified in Fig. 1 and possible implications for
interventions and supports for adolescents are the findings of
the exploratory regression analysis that suggested that
Relatedness Satisfaction and Agentic Engagement predicted
overall self-determination in adolescents with disabilities. It is
unclear why satisfaction of other basic psychological needs
(i.e., autonomy and competence) did not predict self-determi-
nation. However, the findings preliminarily suggest that (1)
feeling supported to initiate action in one’s environment and
communicate one’s wants and needs, and (2) feeling satisfied
in one’s relations to others, predicts self-determination out-
comes, as defined by the Causal Agency Theory. The lack
of prediction by the motivational constructs may relate to
higher levels of extrinsic regulation than intrinsic motivation
reported by adolescents with disabilities. Perhaps with more
experiences with agentic engagement, students would also
come to have higher levels of intrinsic motivation, as found
in other research suggesting a reciprocal relationship among
these constructs over time (Jang et al. 2012). Further research
is needed on the impact of strategies for foster feelings of
autonomy and competence in environments for adolescents
with disabilities, and if such interventions lead to enhance
need satisfaction and self-determination. Further research is
also needed that more systematically tests these relations un-
der varying conditions to determine the environmental factors
and intervention characteristics that enhance self-
determination and other valued outcomes.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

All of the interpretations of the findings are preliminary and
highlight the need for future research. In interpreting the find-
ings, the limitations of the present study must be considered.
The sample consisted only of students with disabilities being
educated in a private school for students who needed specific
supports for success. As such, the experiences of these stu-
dents may differ from students with disabilities educated in
other settings and the implications for inclusive settings where
students with and without disabilities are educated together
need further research and consideration. The current analysis
used a forward step-wise regression approach in which pre-
dictors are evaluated based on statistical decisions due to the
exploratory nature of our research questions. Future research
now has a baseline to use in future research examining the

relationships among the constructs. Further, although the sam-
ple size was small, limiting the analyses that could be under-
taken, future research can benefit from these findings by uti-
lizing these results to inform an a priori power analysis.
Despite these limitations, the findings highlight the role of
constructs from positive psychology in the lives of students
with and without disabilities and the need for more research
that includes students with disabilities and explores their ex-
periences alongside their peers without disabilities in devel-
oping causal agency.
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