
The Language of Self Advocacy:
Success from Early Intervention and Beyond



Who we are…

Alex Mestres MSEd
asm120@miami.edu

TODHH for various Charter Schools

Educational Specialist University of Miami 
Children’s Hearing Program

Disclosures: AGBell Florida Board, AGBell
Financial Aid Committee

Daniela Berrios MA
CCC-SLP, LSLS Cert AVEd

danielab.slp@gmail.com

Advanced Bionics

Disclosures: AGBell Florida President

mailto:danielab.slp@gmail.com


Self-advocacy is the ability to 
understand and 
effectively communicate one's 
needs to others.



Language

Language Vs Self Advocacy

Language: the ability to communicate

Self-advocacy: using your ability to 
communicate to address what you 
need



Birth

Adulthood

Self advocacy 

Communicate 
wants and needs

Ask for help

Communicate 
what is most 
helpful 

Defining 
success 
and self 
advocacy 

Identifying 
challenging 
situations

Practicing 
in varying 
contexts

Enriching their 
language to 
specifically 
communicate 
needs 

Making 
informed 
decisions

Determining 
options to 
respond to 
challenges



Benefits of Self Advocacy
An increase in self-advocacy skills results in:

• Increased quality of life
• Sense of agency ("sense of self")
• Overall well being
• Places language responsibility on the child
• Builds their confidence

People who self-advocate are more likely to thrive in school, work, and life.

Schoffstall, S. & Cawthon, S. (2013)
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Appropriately ask for repetition of messages missed (i.e., more slowly, clearly, louder).

Recognize effect of interfering noise that occurs in learning environment; demonstrate by closing classroom 
door, moving away from noise or requesting reduction in noise.

Appropriately use simple addition communication repair strategies (take the part that you heard and turn it into 
a clarification question; SCRIPT)





Self-Awareness: Trying to figure it out!
● Understanding yourself and what you 

need.
● Understanding your personal experience 

of being deaf or hard of hearing.
● Knowing your own strengths and 

weaknesses.
● Knowing how you communicate best
● Having basic knowledge of any 

technologies that you use.



What

Self Advocacy Goal Language Goal 

Teach Language 
Structure

Implement Strategies 

Putting Language and Skill Together



What

Self advocacy Goal:
Asks for their wants and 

needs.

Language Goal:
Produce vocalizations, a 

sign, or single words.

Teach Language 
Structure

Implement Strategies 

Toddler



What

Self advocacy Goal:
Request clarification

Language Goal:
Produce three-word 

sentences with pronouns

Teach Language 
Structure

Implement Strategies 

Preschool



Learning to navigate 
their environment 
through their 
hearing loss.

What is the Goal with this?



Self-determination theory 
suggests that all humans 
have three basic 
psychological needs—

autonomy, competence, 
and relatedness

-that underlie growth and 
development. 

Self-Determination Theory



Relatedness Competency Autonomy

The need to feel 
connectedness and 

belongingness with others.

Is this issue important to 
me as it relates to this 

situation?

The experience of mastery 
in one’s activity.

Do I understand the 
challenge enough to 

address it?

The feeling one has choice 
and willingly endorsing 

one’s behavior. 

What are my choices?

Motivation to Self Advocate



Critical Error
When a child has a disability we often feel that 

we need to extrinsically control their 
motivation. The more disabled we perceive a 
child to be the more we tend to try to control 

their narrative.

Does controlling the 
narrative truly set students 

up for success?

This about Choice Not Control



General Suggestions
• Give children some control in decision making.
• Give children a chance to solve problems before stepping in.
• Praise children when they ask for help and also practice asking for help.
• Have ongoing conversations about strengths and challenges.
• When children are faced with a challenge, ask what they think would help.
• Give the chance in the “real world” to use their own voice!

The Power of: “Do you need Help?” and “ How Can I help You?



Self-Advocacy Early Childhood Style
Teacher as Coach!

1. Start early.
2. Target the language of self-advocacy 

3. Utilize daily routines as opportunities to practice self advocacy. 
● Set Expectations
● Establish Responsibility 

4. Start to pass the baton.
5. Provide varying experiences to express nees.
● Volunteering
● Pairing with a mentor 

“Do you need help?” “How can I help?”



You
Coaching for Communication Breakdown

Communicate what is 
helpful
“I need help with” 
-repetition
-louder/slower
-more information
“Can you repeat?”
“Say it again please”
“Can you say that louder”
“Can you give me choices”

Enriching language 
&

Repair Strategies
State what was heard 
and clarify:

“I heard you say…. is 
that right?”

Communicate that you 
need help

look confused
“I need help”
“What?”
“I do not understand”



●Coach Parents to be Coaches
● Asking specific questions centered around self-advocacy.

○ Manage communication breakdowns.
○ Communicating needs.
○ Understanding technology.

● Provide Time,
○ Don’t rush in.
○ Give room for mistakes.

● Provide Choices.

○ Consider needs and personality.

● Provide Opportunities.

○ Real opportunities can equal motivation.



cpalms.org

Expanded Core Skills 
Lynn Price

Scope and Sequence Skills for 
Students Who are Deaf and 

Hard of Hearing

successforkidswithhearingloss.com

livebinders.org

Resources are out there!



Offers a way to assess self-advocacy skills of 
the student. Can be done online or on paper.
https://lifer.successforkidswithhearingloss.com

Listening Inventory for Education
L.I.F.E.-R

SEAM
Student Expectation for Advocacy & 

Monitoring Hearing Technology

The SEAM lists expected student skills 
from Preschool through High School 
for hearing tECH-nology use, 
involvement in monitoring, and self-
advocacy skills. Useful for functional 
assessment and goal writing.

Steps to Assessment

A section and resources for self-
advocacy assessment. 

Resources are out there!

https://lifer.successforkidswithhearingloss.com/


• National Association for the Deaf 
www.nationaldeafcenter.org/resource/self-
advocacy-basics

• Hands and Voices 
www.handsandvoices.org/articles/education/
advocacy/V8-4_selfAdv.htm

• My World- Ida Institute         
https://idainstitute.com/tools/my_world/?tx_i
datoolbox_toolboxpagelist%5Bcontroller%5
D=Toolbox&cHash=b812495e344993154e3
6f63fe1ca5d1a

And More Resources…

http://www.nationaldeafcenter.org/resource/self-advocacy-basics
http://www.nationaldeafcenter.org/resource/self-advocacy-basics
http://www.handsandvoices.org/articles/education/advocacy/V8-4_selfAdv.htm
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https://idainstitute.com/tools/my_world/?tx_idatoolbox_toolboxpagelist%5Bcontroller%5D=Toolbox&cHash=b812495e344993154e36f63fe1ca5d1a
https://idainstitute.com/tools/my_world/?tx_idatoolbox_toolboxpagelist%5Bcontroller%5D=Toolbox&cHash=b812495e344993154e36f63fe1ca5d1a
https://idainstitute.com/tools/my_world/?tx_idatoolbox_toolboxpagelist%5Bcontroller%5D=Toolbox&cHash=b812495e344993154e36f63fe1ca5d1a
https://idainstitute.com/tools/my_world/?tx_idatoolbox_toolboxpagelist%5Bcontroller%5D=Toolbox&cHash=b812495e344993154e36f63fe1ca5d1a


Self-advocacy is a lifelong endeavor that can never be learned too 
early or too late in life. 

• Coach and guide, don’t direct or 
dictate.

• Engage in dialogue not just 
conversation.

• Ask more, suggest some, tell less.
• Embrace creativity, don’t cut from the 

cookie.
• Follow their lead, don’t drive.



THANK
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