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Promoting Self-Advocacy: 
Building Essential Skills for the Transition 
to College

Association of Educational Therapists Conference, 2020

PRESENTERS

● Claudia Sandoval, MSW
○ Assistant Director, Student Support Services at the SALT Center

■ Supervises 13 Student Support Specialists
■ 10 years experience as a Specialist

● Laurel Grigg Mason, MA
○ Director, Bartlett Labs at the SALT Center

■ Leads departments research and assessment efforts
■ 15 years experience as a Specialist and tutoring manager

SALT Center

• Comprehensive academic support program at the University of Arizona for students with 
mild to moderate learning and attention differences.

Students & Services

• Student Characteristics
oADHD
oLearning Disabilities
oSpeech/Language Impairments
oOther disorders that affect learning

• Services
oStudent Support Services
 Educational Planning
 Executive Functioning Support
 Learning Strategy Instruction

oSubject-Area Tutoring
 Appointments
 Drop-In Labs

oTechnology Coaching
oMental Health Support

Student Support Specialists

AGENDA

● The Importance of Self-Advocacy

● Disability and the Law

● Self-Knowledge

● Communication Skills
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Self-Advocacy

What is it? Why is it important?

Definitions

• Self-advocacy is a term used almost interchangeably with self-determination. . . . The term 
refers to taking action on one’s own behalf; acts of self-advocacy lead to greater self-
determination.
 (Fields, 1996, p. 42)

• Self-advocacy is referred to as the ability to articulate one’s needs and make informed 
decisions about the supports necessary to meet those needs.
 (Stodden, 2000, in Izzo & Lamb, 2002, pp. 8–9)

• Self-advocacy is a social change movement. It is a civil rights movement of individuals and 
organizations to empower people with disabilities to speak for themselves, make their 
own decisions, and stand up for their rights, both individually and collectively.
 (Advocating Change Together, 2002, p. 7)

Conceptual Model

• Synthesized 26 different definitions 
found in the literature

• Knowledge Components
oSelf
oRights

• Skill Components
oCommunication
oLeadership

Test, Fowler, Wood, Brewer, & Eddy (2005)

Important for Everyone…
…Especially for Individuals with Disabilities

• Self-advocacy is a skill that all young adults need to learn
oWe all encounter situations where we need someone else to do something for us to access or 

benefit from a service, product, or social system.

• The disability rights movement has succeeded in decreasing barriers to participation 
through legislation and social awareness
oGrowth in the use of Universal Design in physical environments and learning spaces
 Reduces the need for individual accommodations and makes the experience for disabled users more seamless

• Despite this, people with disabilities will encounter more barriers than non-disabled 
people and will have to advocate for their needs more often.

Importance of Self-Advocacy

External Forces of Adulthood

• Changes in privacy law
oFERPA
oHIPAA

• Changes in disability law
• Moving away from home
• Employment or military service

Internal Personal Growth

• Developing Independence
oSelf-Determination
oSelf-Authorship

• Decision Making
• Competence

College faculty and staff will not take action on anything unless the student is 
involved.

SALT Center Student
Perspective on Self-Advocacy

• Savannah
oSenior
oPsychology Major
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Know Your Rights

Major Shift from K-12 to Postsecondary Education

FERPA – Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act

• A federal law that affords parents or eligible students the right: 
o to have access to their children’s or their own education records
o the right to seek to have the records amended
o the right to have some control over the disclosure of personally identifiable information from the 

education records

• Eligible Student: when a student turns 18 years old, or enters a postsecondary institution 
at any age, the rights under FERPA transfer from the parents to the student.

U.S. Dept of Education - https://studentprivacy.ed.gov/faq/what-ferpa

FERPA – Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act
Differences by Setting

K-12

• Rights conferred to the parent

• Records are centralized and 
grades are usually available

• Information about instruction is 
relatively accessible

• Team meetings are common

College

• Rights conferred to the student

• Records are decentralized and 
grades may not be available

• Information about instruction is 
only available from the professor

• Team meetings are rare

Laws Governing Disability and Education

K-12
Higher Education

Individuals 
with 

Disabilities 
Education Act

(IDEA)

Section 504 
of the 

Rehabilitation 
Act

(504)

Americans 
with 

Disabilities 
Act

(ADA)

Includes subsequent amendments to each law

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)
Key Elements

• Free and appropriate public education for children with disabilities (FAPE)
o Identification - Child Find
 Schools must find and evaluate students suspected of having disabilities at no cost to families.
 Schools must provide tailored instruction and related services to students through an IEP.

oParent or Legal Guardian Involvement
 Part of the planning process
 Must consent to the services provided to the student
 Due process to resolve disputes

oLeast Restrictive Environment
 Principle that guides where and how a student’s educational plan is implemented

• Decision is made with parent input
• Continuum ranges from the general education classroom to resource room to residential or special schools
• Can be a mix of arrangements based on the student’s needs, the IEP goals, and school factors

Understood.org

Section 504
Key Elements

• Applies to public schools and private/charter secondary schools and colleges that receive 
federal funding

• K-12
oFree and appropriate public education for children with disabilities (FAPE)
 Schools must find and evaluate students suspected of having disabilities at no cost to families.
 Schools must provide appropriate services and supports through a 504 plan

oProvide reasonable accommodations to remove barriers to learning
oProhibit discrimination against people with disabilities

• Higher Education
oProvide reasonable accommodations to remove barriers to learning or physical spaces
oProhibit discrimination against people with disabilities

Understood.org
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ADA
Key Elements

• Applies to all educational institutions, including private schools and colleges
oExtends to privately run educational activities such as after-school programs that do not receive 

federal funding, admissions exam companies, and to private employment settings.

• Protections:
oProvide reasonable accommodations to remove barriers to learning or physical spaces
oProhibit discrimination against people with disabilities

• In practice:
o Individuals must self-identify
oOrganization must engage in an interactive process to remove barriers to full participation
oAccommodations cannot place undue hardship on the organization

Understood.org

Recap & Comparison
Differences by Law

IDEA

• Special Education
• Entitlement
• Includes 13 specific disability 

types
• Applies only in educational 

settings

• Focus is on SUCCESS

504 & ADA

• Civil Rights
• Eligibility
• Includes a broader range of  

diagnosed or perceived 
disabilities

• ADA applies to employment and 
private educational settings

• Focus is on ACCESS

Comparison of Secondary and Postsecondary Education
Practical Differences

• Excellent comparison to share with students and families to highlight the differences 
between high school and college

https://transitionta.org/system/files/resources/Highschool_vs_College_list.pdf?file=1&type=node&id=1236&force

SALT Center Staff
Perspectives on the Transition

• Daniel Linden
oDirector, Student Services

• Emily Veres
oAssistant Director, Learning Support Services

Know Yourself

Essential Self-Knowledge for College Success

Who am I as a learner?
Use Provided Worksheet with Students

Learning Profile

• Diagnosis (if applicable)
oAcceptance and ownership
oTerminology
oHow that presents for you

• Strengths
• Weaknesses
• Learning Style
• Go-to Compensatory Strategies

Dreams & Expectations

• Aspirations
oGoals
o Interests
oCommitment

• Responsibilities
oProblem Solving
oCommunicating
oFollowing Through

19 20

21 22

23 24



9/23/2020

5

Case Study
Caitlin

• Major: Neuroscience and Cognitive Science
• Senior
• Honors College
oThesis: Children and Adults who are bilingual in English and ASL

• Dyslexia
oDiagnosed in early elementary school

• Barrier – not getting slides ahead of the lecture
• Self-Advocacy
oEmailed instructor on her own, told no
oPrompted by Specialist to consult with DRC, DRC was told no

• Resilience
oAlternate plan with classmate to review recording together with 

PowerPoint after class

SALT Center Students
Perspectives on Self-Advocacy

• Daniel
o Junior
oCommunication Major

• Helena
o Junior
oNutritional Sciences Major

Communication Essentials

Effective Written and In-Person Skills

Understand Your Audience
Be Prepared

• Identify the appropriate person – someone who can actually address your issue
oDetermine the best way to contact this person
oKnow the appropriate title to use

• Know the language or terminology used in that setting
oDisability Services
 Barriers
 Full participation

oAcademic Advising
 Units and requirements
 Advisement Report

• Clear, Assertive Communication
oFind the balance
 Make a strong argument without making the recipient defensive

Self-Advocacy Assessments

Transition Assessment
Miller, Lombard, & Corbey, 2007

• Long version
oRobust, multidimensional battery
o16 items
 Student Self-Rating
 Parent Rating
 Teacher Rating

o16 Questions
 Student/Teacher Interview

oScoring system for school and work 
environments

Knox County Schools

• Short version
o11 Questions
 Knowledge of Disability
 Knowledge of Strengths and Weaknesses
 Knowledge of Rights
 Independence
 Communication

o2 Ratings per Question
 How often the student does a task
 Level of assistance the student receives with 

the task

Make Contact
Email Template

• All written communication should include the following:
oA proper greeting

oReason for the email

oStatement of the problem
 Including how this represents a barrier because of disability

oRequest for assistance

oRequest or offer to meet in-person
 Availability for meeting

oA proper closing
 Include full name and any other school ID details they may need
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Make Contact
Email Template

• Ex: Disability Services

Dear Ms. Sandoval,
I am writing to make you aware of a challenge I’ve run into with my Sociology class. The 
professor has several in-class quizzes listed on the syllabus and said today that we will have 
10 minutes to answer 10 questions. With my dyslexia, I find it very difficult to read and 
respond to quiz questions so quickly without time to really think through my answers. 
Would you be able to assist me in working with the professor to identify an alternative way 
to fulfill this requirement? I would be happy to come in for a meeting if that will help us 
work through a solution. I am available Tuesday and Thursday after 1pm and Friday all day.

Sincerely,
Wilma Wildcat

Make Contact
Phone, Zoom, In-Person

• Less formulaic, but requires preparation

What you need to know about me:

Strengths
Challenges
How I learn best
Disability (if comfortable disclosing)
How I hope you can help:
Before class

During class
On assignments and paper
On quizzes and tests
During group work

Modeling In-Person Conversations
How Support Professionals Can Help

• Prompt Students to Write Down:
o Information they will need to share
oQuestions they want to ask
oNext steps at conclusion of meeting

• Role Play with Students
oPractice framing the problem and asking for help
oPractice phrases to ask for clarification
oPractice asking for information in writing
oPractice summarizing the next steps or resolution before ending the conversation

Sometimes you’ll have to undo previous models…

SALT Center Staff
Supporting Student Self-Advocacy

• Lupe Thompson
oStudent Support Specialist

• Blake Cesarz
oStudent Support Specialist

Wrap Up

• Self-advocacy is a necessary skill
• 3 Main Components
oKnowledge of Self
oKnowledge of Rights
oCommunication Skills

• As support professionals, we can assist 
students in developing these skills for 
their future success.

• These skills will stay with them in all of 
their future roles and responsibilities.

Thank you!

Laurel Grigg Mason – lgrigg@arizona.edu
Claudia Sandoval – claudia3@arizona.edu
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FIGURE 1. Conceptual framework of self-advocacy.

Knowledge of Self
Sample subcomponents include

• Strengths

• Preferences

• Goals

• Dreams

• Interests

• Learning style

• Support needs

• Accommodation needs

• Characteristics of one’s disability

• Responsibilities

Knowledge of Rights
Sample subcomponents include

• Personal rights

• Community rights

• Human service rights

• Consumer rights

• Educational rights

• Steps to redress violations

• Steps to advocate for change

• Knowledge of resources

Communication
Sample subcomponents include

• Assertiveness • Use of assistive technology

• Negotiation • Listening

• Articulation • Persuasion

• Body language • Compromise

Leadership
Sample subcomponents include

• Knowledge of group’s rights • Team dynamics and roles

• Advocating for others or for causes • Knowledge of resources

• Political action • Organizational participation
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Test, D.W., Fowler, C.H., Wood, W., Brewer, D.M., & Eddy, S. (2005). A Conceptual Framework of Self-Advocacy 
for Students with Disabilities. Remedial and Special Education, 26, 43 - 54.



Differences Between Secondary and Postsecondary Education 

 High School        College 
Legal Differences 

IDEA (Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act) 

ADA (Americans with Disabilities Act of 
1990) 

Section 504, Rehabilitation Act of 1973 Section 504, Rehabilitation Act of 1973 

IDEA is about facilitating SUCCESS ADA is about facilitating ACCESS 

Documentation 

IEP and/or Section 504 Plan Documentation guidelines specify 
information required for each category of 
disability 

Evaluation provided at the school’s 
expense 

Student is responsible for providing 
necessary documentation (i.e., testing) 

Documentation intended to determine 
eligibility for services based on specific 
categories in IDEA 

Documentation must include information 
on specific functional limitations and must 
demonstrate the need for specific 
accommodations 

Self-Advocacy 
Student – identified by the school; 
supported by parents and teachers 

Student must self-identify (disclose) to the 
office of disability services  

School is responsible for arranging 
accommodations 

Student is responsible for self-advocacy; 
arranging accommodations is the 
student’s responsibility 

Teachers may approach the student if they 
feel they are in need of help 

Professors typically wait for the student to 
initiate contact if help is needed 

Parental Role 
Parent has access to the student’s records Student must provide written consent for 

parent to access student records (due to 
FERPA) 

Attends IEP or Section 504 meetings Students attend meetings on their own 
(unless they provide parental consent to 
attend meetings) 



Parent may advocate for their child Student must advocate for him- or herself 

Instructional Differences 
Teachers may modify curriculum or 
assignments  

Professors are not required to make 
modifications to curriculum nor to 
assignments (including deadlines) 

Content is supported differently (i.e., 
material for homework may be discussed 
in class or re-taught)  

Many classes require large amounts of 
reading and writing which may or may not 
be reviewed in class 

Content material is typically less dense 
and intense and in-depth review may not 
be as necessary 

Content material is often dense and may 
require greater review and active 
reading/note-taking; review is essential 

Student Responsibilities 
Tutoring and academic support may be a 
part of a student’s IEP or 504 plan 

Tutoring and academic support are not a 
part of the office of disability services; 
students must use the tutoring/academic 
support services offered to all students 

The student’s time is structured by others 
(i.e., in school 8 hours a day) 

The student structures his or her own 
time and must complete assignments 
independently (i.e., no progress checks) 

Study time outside of class may be 
minimal 

An average of 2-3 hours per credit hour is 
usually required in college-level classes 
(i.e., a 3 credit class requires between 8-
10 additional hours)  

Assembled for NTACT by Debbie Holzberg, PhD (2017) 



Self-Advocacy Checklist: Student Self-Assessment 

Student Name: ___________________________  Grade ________ 

Directions: Use the scale below to answer the following questions.  There are no wrong answers.  In 
the row called “Level of Assistance”, circle the choice that tells how you accomplish each item. 

5 = Always 
4 = Most of the time 
3 = Sometimes 
2 = Rarely 
1 = Never 

 Score  Level of Assistance (mark one) 

1. Do you tell teachers, staff and your
family what you like to do? 

____ Independent 
____ Help from family/friends 
____ Help from teacher/employer 

2. Do you make choices regarding
supports, accommodations, and
activities that you want or need?

____ Independent 
____ Help from family/friends 
____ Help from teacher/employer 

3. Can you describe and talk about your
disability? 

____ Independent 
____ Help from family/friends 
____ Help from teacher/employer 

4. Do you ask for help when you need
it? 

____ Independent 
____ Help from family/friends 
____ Help from teacher/employer 

5. Can you identify what kind of help you
need and ask for it in a way that

others understand? 

____ Independent 
____ Help from family/friends 
____ Help from teacher/employer 

6. Can you describe your strengths and
weaknesses? 

____ Independent 
____ Help from family/friends 
____ Help from teacher/employer 



7. Can you describe your rights under
IDEA and ADA? 

____ Independent 
____ Help from family/friends 
____ Help from teacher/employer 

8. Do you have a support group
including family, friends to help you 
accomplish your short and long term 

goals? 

____ Independent 
____ Help from family/friends 
____ Help from teacher/employer 

9. Do you work with your IEP teacher
to develop your IEP and transition plan? 

____ Independent 
____ Help from family/friends 
____ Help from teacher/employer 

10. Can you keep track of how you’re
doing in school and on your IEP goals?

____ Independent 
____ Help from family/friends 
____ Help from teacher/employer 

11. Do you make plans to do leisure
activities with others? 

____ Independent 
____ Help from family/friends 
____ Help from teacher/employer 

TOTAL SCORE ______ 

Tell 3 things that you feel that others could do better to help you build your self-advocacy skills. 

1. __________________________________________________________

2. __________________________________________________________

3. __________________________________________________________

Adapted from Knox County Public Schools (Knoxville, TN)
https://www.knoxschools.org/cms/lib/TN01917079/Centricity/Domain/1058/SelfAdvstudent.pdf



Self-Determination and Self-Advocacy Skills Questionnaire 

Student Form 

Student’s Name Today’s Date 

Grade Age 

Anticipated graduation date Disability 

The following questionnaire was developed to identify your level of knowledge and skill in issues related to 
self-determination and self-advocacy. After reading each of the following sixteen skills statements, please 
circle the one number that best describes your level of skill. 

1. I can list and discuss the academic accommodations I need to be successful in high school.
1    2  3  4  5 6 

Not at all All the time 

2. I can list and discuss the support services I need on the job in order to be successful.
1    2  3  4 5 6 

Not at all All the time 

3. I am able to independently contact the adult service providers that I will need to help me reach my
employment goals.

1    2  3  4  5 6 
Not at all All the time 

4. I can independently request and effectively use academic accommodations in all my classes.
1    2  3  4  5 6 

Not at all All the time 

5. I can list and discuss the accommodations I will use to be successful in my job.
1    2  3  4 5 6 

Not at all All the time 

6. I can list and discuss my rights for reasonable academic accommodation under the law.
1    2  3  4  5 6 

Not at all All the time 

7. I identify myself as a person with a disability in order to get the support services I deserve in
postsecondary  education.

1 2 3 4 5 6 
Not at all All the time 

8. I can list and discuss the support services I will need in postsecondary education in order to be
successful.

1 2 3 4 5 6 
Not at all All the time 

9. I can state accommodations I need in the workplace that are guaranteed to me by law.
1    2  3  4 5 6 

Not at all All the time 

Selected excerpts from Miller, Lombard, & Corbey (2007)



Self-Determination and Self-Advocacy Skills Questionnaire 

Student and Teacher Interview: Performance Battery 

1. Please list and discuss the academic accommodations you use in high school classes.
a. Student did not identify any academic accommodations he/she is using.

_________________________
b. Student identified some, but not all, academic accommodations he/she is using.

__________________
c. Student provided a comprehensive list of academic accommodations, as identified on the

student’s IEP.
____________________________

d. Academic accommodations discussed by the student included:

a. _______________________________________________________________________

b. _______________________________________________________________________

c. _______________________________________________________________________

2. Please list and discuss support services you need on the job to be successful.
a. Student did not identify any support services that he/she will need on the job.

_____________________
b. Student identified support services that he/she will need on the job.

____________________________
c. Support services discussed by the student included:

1. _______________________________________________________________________

2. _______________________________________________________________________

3. _______________________________________________________________________

3. Please list and discuss the adult service providers with whom you have communicated over the past
two years to assist you in reaching your employment goals.

a. Student did not identify any adult service providers that he/she had contacted over the past
two years.  ____________
b. Student identified adult service providers with whom he/she had contact over the past two
years.  ____________
c. Adult service providers discussed by the student included:

1. _______________________________________________________________________

2. _______________________________________________________________________

3. _______________________________________________________________________

4a. You are starting a new academic class. Let’s pretend I am the teacher of that class and I don’t know 
you. Give me an example of how you would request accommodations in that class. 

a. Student was not able to role-play an adequate request for accommodations.
___________________

b. Student was able to role-play an adequate request for accommodations.
______________________ 

For full assessment, please see Transition Assessment: Planning Transition and IEP Development for 
Youth with Mild Disabilities by Robert J. Miller, Richard C. Lombard, and Stephanie A. Corbey, © 2007, 
Boston, MA: Pearson Education.



Communication Strategies 

SALT Center, The University of Arizona, 1010 N Highland Ave, Tucson, AZ 85721 | 520-621-1242 | salt.arizona.edu 

Emails 

All written communication should include the following: 

1. A proper greeting
2. Reason for the email
3. Statement of the problem

(Including how this represents a barrier because of disability)
4. Request for assistance
5. Request or offer to meet in-person

(Availability for meeting)
6. A proper closing

(Include full name and any other school ID details they may need)

Example 
(1) Dear Ms. Sandoval,

(2) I am writing to make you aware of a challenge I’ve run into with my Sociology class. (3) The
professor has several in-class quizzes listed on the syllabus and said today that we will have 10
minutes to answer 10 questions. With my dyslexia, I find it very difficult to read and respond to
quiz questions so quickly without time to really think through my answers. (4) Would you be
able to assist me in working with the professor to identify an alternative way to fulfill this
requirement? (5) I would be happy to come in for a meeting if that will help us work through a
solution. I am available Tuesday and Thursday after 1pm and Friday all day.

(6) Sincerely,
Wilma Wildcat
55555555



 
Communication Strategies 

 

SALT Center, The University of Arizona, 1010 N Highland Ave, Tucson, AZ 85721 | 520-621-1242 | salt.arizona.edu 

In-Person Meetings (including live, online) 
Use the template below to prepare for your meeting. 
 

What you need to know about me: 
 

Strengths 
 

Challenges 
 

How I learn best 
 

Disability 
(if comfortable disclosing) 

 

How I hope you can help: 
 

Before class 
 

During class 
 

On assignments and paper 
 

On quizzes and tests 
 

During group work 
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