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Examining the Post-School 
Decision-Making and Self-
Determination of Disabled 
Young Adults in Ireland

Introduction 

The end of compulsory education is a moment when 
students’ life trajectories, which in many ways have been 
shared through primary and second-level schooling, 
profoundly diverge. Our research explores how disabled 
students experience decision-making at this critical 
juncture. 

While disabled young people have made gains in post-
secondary education and employment outcomes over 
time, gaps persist (Blackorby & Wagner, 1996; Carroll, 
McCoy, & Mihut 2022), particularly for students with 
socio-emotional difficulties (Carroll, Ye, & McCoy, 2022). 
Disabled youth remain less likely to attain and maintain 
competitive, integrated employment or to pursue post-
secondary education to prepare for long-term careers 
(Newman & Madaus, 2015; Chatzitheochari & Platt, 2019). 

These gaps have been linked to individual characteristics 
as well as home- and school-related factors. School-based 
interventions aimed at reducing these gaps by increasing 
self-determination and transition skills (Gothberg et al., 
2019; Lindsay et al., 2019; Lindstrom et al., 2020; 
Lombardi et al., 2022) have shown promise in decreasing 
achievement gaps, but less effectiveness in increasing 
quality of life (Levy et al., 2020). 

Using evidence from Growing Up in Ireland, the national 
longitudinal study of children, our research traces the 
multifaceted influences on self-determination over the 
life course, examining the role of early educational 
experiences, parental expectations, economic 
vulnerability, school context, and educational supports. 

There is a dearth of research on 
how disabled young adults reflect 
on self-determination and post-
school opportunities, and how 
school context shapes these. This 
article reports on a study of 
decision-making at this critical 
juncture. It shows that self-
determination and decision-
making are systemic phenomena, 
and certain risk factors tend to 
appear together. It makes 
recommendations for schools to 
ensure that all young adults can 
make self-determined choices 
and are prepared for post-school 
life.
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Results 

Despite the generally positive response to schools fostering self-determination 
skills, there are wide gaps between students with and without special 
educational needs (SEN) or disabilities, with disabled students expressing less 
positivity about school developing their self-determination skills.

Our analysis reveals systematic gaps between and among disabled and non-
disabled students – some displaying strong self-determination and others 
conveying constrained decision-making. In particular, students facing social, 
emotional, or behavioural challenges are consistently less likely to feel that their 
decision-making was supported at school, also found in earlier research (Carter 
et al., 2006; Carroll, Ye, and McCoy, 2022).

Significant gender differences emerged, with girls being less positive about 
their self-determination skills developed at school. Globally, research findings 
are mixed on the influence of gender on self-determination competencies. 
Some studies do not find gender a significant predictor (Abery & Stancliffe, 
2003; Garrett, 2010), while others identify specific challenges that girls 
encounter in exercising self-determination (Wehmeyer & Lawrence, 1995; 
Trainor, 2005). 

In addition, certain key school-related factors strongly influence students’ 
development of self-determination skills. Students who displayed positive 
school engagement and had better academic performance tended to be more 
positive about their school supporting them to make decisions for themselves. 
Conversely, more constrained decision-making was found among students 
who reported greater conflict with teachers and those with higher school 
absence. 

Students’ development of self-determination skills is also closely associated 
with entry to higher education (HE). Compared to those who attended HE, 
students in any form of education are much less likely to feel that their school 
supported their development of self-determination skills. The relatively 
negative experiences of students following paths other than HE might reflect a 
traditional perception that further education was, at least up to recently, 
considered a ‘second-best’ option compared to HE.

On the other hand, our analysis shows that positive interactions with teachers 
act as a protective factor, and an enhanced self-concept may also increase 
decision-making agency. In particular, those with higher academic self-image 
scores were more likely to feel that their self-determination skills were 
cultivated at school. 

When considering family resources, students who are economically vulnerable 
also tend to experience more limited decision-making opportunities. 

Significant gender 
differences 
emerged, with girls 
being less positive 
about their self-
determination 
skills developed at 
school.
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Discussion

We address a significant research gap in examining the processes shaping 
decision-making for young people with different types of disability. After 
accounting for proximal processes and personal and contextual characteristics, 
we assess the potential associations between disability status and disability 
type with post-school self-determination and decision-making. 

Approaching these results through a bio-ecological lens, we can see that self-
determination and decision-making are systemic phenomena, and that 
disabled students were more likely to experience cumulative risk factors shown 
to impact on early school leaving and post-school opportunities. The results 
illustrate how post-school decision-making both reflects and contributes to 
social stratification. 

It is imperative that schools value and teach skills to ensure that all students are 
college- and career-ready while they are still in school, in line with research by 
Lombardi et al. (2022). In this context, reforms to streamline and facilitate the 
transition from further education and training to higher education are 
particularly important. Other potential areas for policy in school and post-
school settings are identified, particularly in the development of self-
determination skills. 
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Lifestyle medicine (LM) is an emerging branch 
of medicine with a focus on preventing and 
managing non-communicable diseases 
through evidence-based lifestyle interventions 
and education (ACLM, 2022).
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