
Promoting Positive Life Outcomes for Children & Youth 
Who Have Struggled in School

School environments are critical contexts for supporting 

children and youth to develop socially, emotionally, and aca-

demically, and for preparing them to lead successful and 

satisfying lives beyond school. Research indicates one of the 

most important things schools can do is promote a sense of 

self-determination in students. Self-determination refers to 

students' confidence in their ability to succeed academically 

and personally - the sense that they control what happens to 

them in their lives. Teachers and schools can support 
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to meet their needs for autonomy, belonging and compe-

tence.

Our research has three main goals:

 

1. understanding what characteristics of alternative 
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autonomy, belonging, and competence;

2. helping teachers in these contexts to design activities 

and structure interactions with students to meet these 

needs; and
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belonging, and competence in their alternative edu-

cation programs. 

What Are We Doing?
�� We partner with teachers and students in alternative education 

programs
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sense of autonomy, belonging, and/or competence
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Competence
The feeling of sucess, 

dghp&ahp%��(hk�
capabableness.

Belonging 
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compatibility with classmates 
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Autonomy
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control over actions, 

freedom, or  

independence.
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What Have We Found?
Hnk�h[l^koZmbhgl�aZo^�lahpg�maZm�m^Z\a^kl�Zk^�a^eibg`�mh�f^^m�lmn]^gml��g^^]l�_hk�Znmhghfr%�[^ehg`bg`%�Zg]�\hfi^m^g\^�[r3

�� Ikhob]bg`�Z�\e^Zk�lmkn\mnk^�_hk�Z\mbobmb^l'�
�� @bobg`�lmn]^gml�Z�iZkm�bg�ikh`kZf�]^\blbhg&fZdbg`'
�� >g\hnkZ`bg`�Z\mbo^�iZkmb\biZmbhg�bg�ma^�`khni'
�� Lahpbg`�Zg�bgm^k^lm�bg�Zg]�lniihkm�h_�lmn]^gml'
�� =^o^ehibg`�Z�\ehl^�Zg]�aZkfhgbhnl�[hg]�pbma�lmn]^gml�!^'`'%�[r�nlbg`�anfhk�bg�Z�_kb^g]er�pZr"'�

:nmhghfr
 

“It's a picture of my, like, own, 
like, design of a skateboard.  

And it features my own logo … 
that's my initials for my name, so 
it's technically representing me. 

Yeah, like, art is a kind of 
expression. Like, it expresses 

me. For who I am, so.”

Students experienced a sense of autonomy 
when they were given choices about what 

activities to take part in and how they 
completed these activities.

Belonging
 

“I was being acknowledged … I 
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any questions necessarily, but… just lots 
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back and forth talking and … nobody 
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They were doing activities, but I also felt 
included. And they were showing me 
what they were doing and how they 

were doing it”

Students experienced a sense of belonging in their 
school environment when they interacted with peers, 

teachers, and other staff.

Competence
 

“What was nice was that I painted these at home, 
and then [the staff at my program] let me bring 
them in and they still marked me on them just 
because, I guess, you could see the success of my 
paintings… I trust my art… I really like these 
pieces and I feel like this is probably one of my 
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Students experienced competence when they completed tasks that 
were challenging or meaningful for them.
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