
If you have a child with a disability, you’ve probably heard the word Advocacy.  

Whether you’re a seasoned expert, or just recently heard the word, what does 

it mean exactly?   If you look it up online or in the dictionary, you’ll probably see 

something like “standing up for someone…especially regarding their rights….

to speak or argue in favor of…etc.”  If you dig a little further, you’ll see there are 

different types of advocates-  lay advocates, educational advocates, lawyers 

who focus in special education advocacy, even educators sometimes view 

themselves as advocates.  The most important types of advocates, however, 

are parents.  You are the expert on your child!  

You will always have the best interest of your child in mind and in many cases, 

you’re the most central player in navigating the various institutions (e.g., school, 

healthcare, disability insurance, etc.).  You likely hold the most comprehen-

sive information about your child’s abilities, challenges, medical background, 

needs, and future aspirations across all environments and therefore, you can’t 

afford to be timid or assume others will know what’s best for your child.  It will 

likely be up to you to pursue an IEP or special education placement, insurance 

funding for services, and even potential supports for adulthood.  

This may seem like a lofty task, and in many cases, it can be, so here are a few 

tips to help you organize your advocacy process (for more information, see 

references below):

1. Set your goals- know what you want before walking into a meeting.  How 

will you know those goals are achieved?  You are more likely to be suc-

cessful if you are clear and direct about what you want.

2. Gather your information- research the facts needed to support your argu-

ment, learn the laws, your rights, the rights of your child, etc.

3. Prepare for the rebuttal- do you know what the counterargument will be 

and are you prepared to address that?  Can you understand their perspec-
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tive so you’re able to be collaborative in the discus-

sion?

4. Prepare to be objective, not emotional- having a ra-

tional argument can help keep things moving along.  

You may have to work with those to whom you’re 

advocating on a regular basis and preserving the re-

lationship is key.

5. Know to whom you should advocate- go to the 

proper parties to get your case heard and don’t waste 

time going back and forth with those who lack the 

authority to grant decisions

6. Present your case and be prepared for alternative 

solutions- some negotiation may be needed so 

be open to various possibilities that could also be 

amenable to both parties.

One of the most important aspects of your role as an ad-

vocate for your child is to teach him or her self-advocacy 

skills.  This is a process that can start in childhood.  For 

a younger child or someone more severely impacted by 

their disability, it may be something as basic as teaching 

choice making or communicating wants/needs (either 

verbally, with pictures, signs, a voice-output device, etc.).  

For someone with more abilities, they could even follow 

the aforementioned six steps to advocate their own case 

about school placement, for example.  Teaching autono-

my, making sure your child knows him/herself and what 

their needs really are, knowing when to step back and let 

him/her take the lead, and supporting their independence 

are a few ways you can facilitate self-advocacy.  There are 

also many organizations that individuals with disabilities 

can join to exercise these skills and network with other 

self-advocates (e.g., http://www.selfadvocacyonline.org/, 

http://www.autism-society.org/).

Advocacy is an important word in our community.  Thanks to 

the work of so many dedicated parents, goals are being ful-

filled, wants and needs are being listened to, rights are being 

upheld, and individuals with disabilities are learning how to be 

independent, decision-makers for themselves.  You too can be 

a strong advocate for your child and Rethink can help.  Don’t 

forget to take advantage of your free benefit today- www.re-

thinkbenefits.com! 
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