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Disclosures

No financial or non-financial 
interests exist for either speaker.

(We’re basically kind of boring in the respect)



Before We Begin

Take a moment to jot 
down the names of 
students/clients whose 
journey has resonated 
with you



It all started 
with lunch



Global Pandemic 

Chaos, Rapid, Change, Stress, Death, 
Uncertainty, Exhaustion



Our vision:  A 
joyful, reflective 

journey!



The POWER 
OF 
MOTIVATION



MOTIVATION

• Motivation is more than an 
external reward 

• It is an internal force – mysterious 
and powerful – that shapes our 
decisions and our lives

• Not just for our clients – but for 
ourselves!



Motivation is critical for 
sustained behavioral change 
for our clients, students, and 

patients.

It can also be a POWERFUL vehicle for self-discovery 
helping us re-energize and re-imagine ourselves – who we 

are and what we do.



Amongst the current 
backdrop, it can be difficult to 
maintain your own motivation 
as well as that of your clients

We’re here to help!



As a result of this seminar, participants will 
be able to:

• Contrast the principles of a deficits-based (medical 
model) and strengths-based (self-determination) 
intervention 

• Describe the role of autonomous motivation and self-
determination in facilitating long-term behavioral 
changes for clients

• Discuss the application of self-determination principles in 
the personal growth of clinicians

• Embrace our own awesomeness





What is Self-Determination Theory?
(Ryan & Deci, 2021; Wehmeyer, 2012; Zuroff et al., 2017)

• The basis of self-determination theory is to provide a structure to 
understand human motivation.  

• Developed in 1977 by Richard Ryan and Edward Deci.

• Noticed that external reward could not be only motivation in that 
reward and punishment does not always change one's behavior 

• They investigated motivation to do something out of external 
reward (money, grades, social approval) versus internal desire to 
do something for its own sake. 

• Critical difference between autonomous versus controlled 
motivation



Self-Determination Theory and 
People with Communication Challenges

• Investigates motivation not from a dosage or amount point of view, but 
by motivation types.

• Types have differing antecedents, rely on different neurological 
mechanisms, and predict different qualities of experience, behavior, 
and performance, underscoring the importance of a person-centered 
view. 

• The more autonomous one’s motivation is (versus controlled), the more 
association with positive outcomes (Ryan & Deci, 2017). 

• The positive outcomes are varied and address the persistence, quality of 
behavior, and the well-being of the individual

• The effects of autonomous motivations emerge across life domains. 



SDT Types of Motivation
(Adapted from Center for Self-Determination Theory, 2019)

AMOTIVATION EXTRINSIC MOTIVATION INTRINSIC 

MOTIVATION

External 

Regulation

Introjection Identification Integration

Lack of 

perceived 

competence

External 

rewards

Ego involvement Personal 

Importance

Congruence Interest and 

Enjoyment

Lack of value or 

relevance

Compliance 

Reactions to 

control

Focus on 

Approval from 

self or others

Conscious Valuing 

and Self 

Endorsement

Consistency with 

other 

identifications

Inherent 

Satisfaction

Impersonal   

Locus of 

Causality

External 

Perceived 

Locus of 

Causality

Internal Perceived 

Locus of 

Causality

Internal Perceived 

Locus of 

Causality

High Internal 

Perceived 

Locus of 

Causality

Internal Locus of 

Causality

Internalization

Find in handouts!



Self-Determination Theory and 
People with Communication Challenges

• Recent comments by Ryan & Deci (2021) investigates acting out of 
internal drives.  They discussed aptitudes for awareness and self-
regulation and vulnerabilities to defensiveness and control. In general, 
they found adaptation much better than suppression. Controlling 
parental styles were correlated with aggression. 

• The development of self-regulation, awareness, and choice is a 
prerequisite but can only flourish if we as a society are humane. 

• Since SDT presumes the ability to take action based on personal goals 
and values, these aptitudes are vital when thinking about populations 
that may not have this ability. 

• Self-determination for people with communication challenges includes 
people choosing and setting their own goals, being involved in making 
life decisions, self-advocating, and working to reach their goals. 



How can we apply 
this to what we do?

• As we reflect on our role in 
supporting those with 
communication disorders, how can 
we infuse Self Determination 
theory into our intervention 
practices?

• We decided to choose a client (one 
each!) that we have worked with at 
some point in our careers that 
personified the mutual benefits of 
self-determinism in their personal 
journeys – and ours!



Self 
Determination 
Components

Autonomy 

Competence 

Relatedness



MY INSPIRATION: JORDAN

• At age 2, Jordan stopped 
speaking.  Spanish was his first 
language. When he started 
saying single words, it was in 
English. 

• Jordan was diagnosed with 
PDD-NOS and then Landau 
Kleffner. The Landau Kleffner
diagnosis was not confirmed by 
a specialist.

• He started speech and language 
therapy at 3. He had 5 English 
words.



Autonomy

“Autonomous persons are those 

who can reflectively evaluate 

their actions, self-endorse those 

that fit with their values and 

needs, and in so doing actively 

develop a life worth living (Ryan, 

et al, 2017). 



Autonomy in Adult Terms

• The ability to feel independent and able to act on the world in a 
way that matches one’s desires. 

• Autonomy is not achieved if he or she feels controlled by forces 
(internal or external) which don’t agree with who they are.  



BUILDING 
BLOCKS OF 
AUTONOMY

CHOICE

Self-

Regulation

Self-

Awareness

Development of Autonomy 

Starts with Choice



MY INSPIRATION: JORDAN

• Jordan had preferences but did 
not choose. 

• Working on the building blocks 
of self-regulation and self-
awareness



Our Early  Therapy = 
Building Blocks of Self Determination

• Marked on schedule when choice could be offered, what were 
possible choices, and any preferences that could be included. 

• Embedded choice throughout his day (i.e., choosing clothes or shoes; 
selecting drink with meals; puzzles or blocks)

• Introduced possession by putting Jordan’s picture on frequently 
used items such as cup, brush, toothbrush 

• Started with real objects, moved to real photographs, and then line 
drawings. 

• Moved to choosing things that were not objects as his symbolization 
increased and included modifiers (i.e., hug or blanket; loud or soft; 
fast or slow; big or little) 

• Encouraged the freedom of choice at home and school

• Most of all encouraged initiation and initiation of choice



Autonomy’s Self Reflection

Awareness that 
I violated my 

philosophy, not 
Covid

Reflected back 
on Jordan 

opened myself 
to choices

Became more 
mindful 



Competence



Competence 
in Adult 
Terms

Feelings of effectiveness

Feeling a sense of mastery over 
environment. 

Confidence in personal ability.  

Competence increased when opportunity 
matches abilities.  

The process of problem solving to achieve 
desired outcomes.



Development of Competence 

Competency

Know-
ledge

Attitude

Skills
Self-Esteem

Sees him/herself 

as capable and a 

person of action

Technical skills

Dexterity 

Critical 

Thinking and 

Decision Making



Observations of Jordan

▪ Noticed that there was an air of hovering 
around Jordan

▪ Direct him that it was lunch time

▪ Repeat and give him a multitude of 
directions to do simple tasks

▪ Lack of use of visuals that would have 
provided him independent support

▪ He didn’t have opinions which would have 
built on choice framework



Supporting Competency in Therapy

▪ Valued his opinion about his work (Which do you think is your best 
work? Or which one is the one you’d like to show your friends.)

▪ Taught true and false and the fact/opinion. 

▪ After reading, asked him to fill me in (my thought bubble is empty). 
Asked him opinion questions. At first, I modeled think-alouds about 
opinions first to model. Then I started letting him go first so that he 
wouldn’t just adopt what I said. 

▪ Talked to the team about the importance of independence.  

▪ Talked to parents about including him in household chores and ways to 
be a help around the house.

▪ Went back to the schedule and identified places that he could be more 
independent with some support



Competency on Self-Reflection

Self-Esteem

• Retirement

• Changes in my area of 
expertise

Knowledge

• Need to blend my 
EBP knowledge 
with information 
from 
neurodiversity

Aptitude

• Needed to work 
out how treatment 
can be even more 
respectful and 
collaborative



Relatedness



RELATEDNESS 
IN ADULT TERMS



Development of Relatedness

Relatedness

Connectedness

Sense of 

Belonging
Mutuality

Synchronicity

Reciprocity



JORDAN: Supporting Relatedness in Therapy

▪ Showed genuine interest 
▪ Went behind his preferences.  Talked about hopes and dreams (Sometimes I 

had to teach him what they were.)  
▪ Mom kept me informed about big and little happening in their lives. 
▪ Shared my interests (i.e. dogs, daughters, husband, reading, swimming)

▪ Generally friendly 
▪ I smile often. 
▪ Taught him jokes and retold them so we could laugh together.  
▪ Gave lots of head nods, proud looks, pats on shoulder

▪ Be flexible
▪ Always tried to make it reflect his interests if it met our goals. 
▪ Always looked for stress 

▪ Positive in my words and expectations
▪ Talk positively about Jordan in front him to teachers, parents, friends and 

others



Relatedness on Self Reflection
• It’s hard to be angry when you are grateful.

Depak Chopra



Shari’s Turn



Strength based versus Deficit Based

• Many of us were trained under a medical model that 
taught us to look for the deficits, rather than building 
on strengths.

• We write treatment plans that focus on what the 
individual cannot do.

• Research has demonstrated that helping others focus 
on their strengths fosters better outcomes (CITE THIS) 

• Reframing our thinking to a strength-based model is an 
important step into helping others achieve Self-
Determination



Renee

• Middle school student
• Only sibling (older sister) 

had multiple physical and 
medical challenges

• Had been labeled as a 
*Problem student 
behaviorally

• Was struggling 
academically

• Language-based learning 
disability was identified



Autonomy



• Did not feel that she was “good at” 
anything.

• Had few  opportunities to try new things, 
due to the enormous amount of time her 
parents devoted to her sister.

• Resisted when asked to engage in 
anything she felt she couldn’t do.



How we Supported Autonomy

• CHOICES – big and small (Beginning with my assessment)

• Worked with her classroom teacher(s) to help them find 
ways to allow her to decide how she wanted to tackle her 
assignments.

• Created an “in” basket and an “out” basket.

• Renee was allowed to choose anything in her “In” basket for 
the week – do things in any order she chose –as long as 
everything was completed at the end of the week.

• This helped her visualize what had to be done and provided 
a sense of power over her tasks.

• (Think about what we now know about adult learning –
online courses)



Competence



• Did not feel that she was “good at” 
anything.

• Had few  opportunities to try new things, 
due to the enormous amount of time her 
parents devoted to her sister.

• Resisted when asked to engage in 
anything she felt she couldn’t do.



How we Supported Competence

• CHOICE again – but linked to concrete evidence that she 
had valuable strengths

• Worked with guidance counselor for an assessment of 
skills and strengths and provided Renee with results.

• Built opportunities into intervention that allowed her to 
use those strengths and linked to vocational suggestions 
included in the report (Renee LOVED this!)

• She eventually began to ASK for opportunities to practice 
skills that she self-determined would be beneficial to her 
(public speaking)



Relatedness



• Obviously, there were challenges for 
Renee in connectedness.

• Friendships were challenging (family 
schedule again)

• Friends “feared” Mary’s illness

• Renee often “chose” to be a loner rather 
than face question, sympathy.



How we Supported Relatedness
• Communicated Belonging – worked with teachers to create those cues 

in classroom

• Shared Vulnerability

• Became her “soft place to fall.”

• Provided massive amounts of positive reinforcement and opportunities 
for her to hear that she was valued and part of a larger community that 
cared about her.

• Helped her organize an annual bake sale 



Successful 
Family Lawyer

RENEE TODAY

“Thank you for helping me discover myself.”



My Journey
Personal Reflections

On Self -Determination



• Upon reflection, I realized that COVID had 
affected me in all three areas
• Autonomy – controlled by outside forces –

not used to this!
• Competency – unable to continue 

traveling to share expertise impacted my 
feelings about that and I felt very 
INCOMPETENT with some technology 
(LMS).

• Relatedness (Connectedness) – Webinars 
met basic requirements for delivering 
information, but not the human 
connections that keep me motivated and 
energized.

• Admitting this and allowing myself to be sad, 
mad, frustrated, and cranky has helped me on 
the journey back to finding the joy and 
fulfillment that has sustained me throughout 
my professional journey.

Like Renee…



I picked 
Renee, but 
there were so 
many 
others…

Steven (from 
non verbal to 
high school 

valedictorian 
and star 

quarterback)

Seana – from 
disconnected to 

artist

Roberto ) Layla  (a parent)



My Big Revelation

• The small things that we do every 
day create ripples that spread out 
farther than we can imagine.

• When our motivation flags, we 
need to take the time to reflect 
on the impact we make on the 
lives of others.



YOUR TURN

• Reflect on how you have addressed motivation in the past

• Consider how you might systematically build 
opportunities for self determination (Autonomy, 
Competence, Relatedness) into your therapy in the future.

• Next, pick a student and identify how you will incorporate 
these ideas into their treatment plan starting Monday.

• Build on their strengths – help them find their motivation 
through self-determination.



You can find this 
form in your 
handouts to 
help you 
organize your 
thoughts/ideas/
reflections



Don’t worry 
about doing it 
perfectly (now 
or in the past)

•Do your best

•Be kind to yourself

Perfection is an 
artificial and 

useless construct



Leo Says….



Questions or 
Reflections or 
Thoughts?
Has this resonated with you?



Mostly, we want you 
to celebrate your 
journeys and the 
AMAZING things you 
do every day.

Sylvia

Shari
“Every action we take impacts the 
lives of others around us.”. Arthur 
Carmazzi.



For all you do…

Find References in the handouts available in the Program Planner

Love, Sylvia and Shari


