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Effective Self-Advocacy: Communicating
Your Needs

Introduction

Self-advocacy is the cornerstone of ensuring you receive the accommodations and
support necessary for success—in school, work, and social settings. Self-advocacy
involves knowing your rights and responsibilities (see our Understanding Your Rights: A
Legal Guide for Disability Accommodations) and communicating effectively. This guide will
help you:

® Develop strategies to effectively communicate your needs.

® Learn how to discuss accommodations with educators, employers, and peers.

& Practice through role-playing scenarios and receive actionable communication

tips.

By mastering these skills, you’ll be better prepared to navigate various environments and
advocate for yourself confidently.

Strategies for Discussing Accommodations

With Educators

1. Prepare Ahead of Time:
f& Review your IEP or 504 plan (or other documentation) and know the
accommodations that have worked for you.
f& Write down specific examples of times when these supports helped you
succeed.
f® Prepare questions and points you want to address during meetings.
2. Be Clear and Direct:
f& State your needs using concise communication.




& Use “I” statements to explain your experiences and how specific
accommodations have made a difference (e.g., “l benefit from extra time on
tests because it allows me to process information more thoroughly.”).

3. Request a Meeting:

f& Ask for a dedicated time to discuss your accommodations. This ensures you
have the teacher’s full attention.

f& Consider having a support person or an advocate join you if you feel it’s
helpful.

4. Follow-Up:

& After meetings, summarize the discussion in writing and confirm the next
steps.

f& Keep arecord of any agreed-upon changes in your personal records.

With Employers

1. Know Your Rights:
f® Familiarize yourself with your rights under the ADA and Section 504.
f& Be prepared with documentation (e.g., evaluations or previous
accommodation records) that support your needs.
2. Plan Your Conversation:
f& Draftaclear script or outline what you want to say.
f& Focus on how the accommodations will help you perform your job more
effectively rather than on your disability itself.
f& Example: “I’ve found that having flexible deadlines allows me to deliver
higher-quality work. Could we discuss adjusting my project timelines?”
3. Schedule a Private Meeting:
f& Request a meeting with your supervisor or HR representative to discuss
accommodations in a confidential setting.
f& Approach the conversation as a collaborative discussion focused on finding
solutions.
4. Document and Follow-Up:
f& Write down the outcomes of your meeting and any agreed actions.
& If needed, request written confirmation of the accommodations to ensure
clarity and accountability.




With Peers

1. Decide How Much to Share:
f& Determine the level of detail you’re comfortable sharing about your disability
and accommodations.
f& It can be helpful to share some information to foster understanding, but
you’re not obligated to disclose more than you feel is necessary.
2. Use Simple, Direct Language:
f& Explain your needs in a straightforward manner. For example: “l sometimes
need extra time on group projects to ensure my work is thorough.”
& Clarify that your accommodations help you perform at your best.
3. Encourage Open Dialogue:
f® Invite questions and offer to explain further if peers are curious.
f& Building mutual understanding can create a supportive environment and
reduce stigma.
f& To learn more about disability empowerment and gain confidence in your
disability superpower, explore https://disabilityvisibilityproject.com/

Role-Playing Scenarios

Practicing your communication through role-playing can build confidence and prepare you
for real-life situations. Here are a few scenarios to try with a friend, family member, or
mentor:

Scenario 1: Meeting with a Teacher
Situation: You need to discuss a modification to your testing environment.
Your Script:
“Hi [Teacher’s Name], I’d like to talk about my testing accommodations. I've
noticed that a quieter setting helps me focus better, and I’d like to request that
arrangement for future exams. Could we discuss how to make this possible?”
Practice Tips:
f& Focus on your tone—remain calm and confident.
f& Practice active listening by summarizing the teacher’s responses before
suggesting next steps.

Scenario 2: Requesting Workplace Accommodations
Situation: You need a modified work schedule to manage your health better.
Your Script:
“Hello [Supervisor’s Name], I’d like to discuss an adjustment to my work schedule
that would allow me to manage my health more effectively. In the past, flexible




scheduling has helped me maintain high productivity. Can we explore some options
together?”
Practice Tips:
f& Keep the conversation solution-focused.
f& Be prepared to provide examples of how this accommodation has worked for
you in the past.

Scenario 3: Explaining Accommodations to a Peer
Situation: A team member asks why you require extra time on assignments.
Your Script:
“l appreciate your interest. | sometimes need a bit more time to ensure my work is
accurate, which is part of the accommodations | use. It helps me perform at my
best, and | hope we can work together on deadlines.”
Practice Tips:
f& Keep it brief and factual.
f& Be open to questions, but also set boundaries if you prefer to keep details
private.

Communication Tips for Effective Self-Advocacy

1. Be Assertive, Not Aggressive:
& Use “I” statements and speak calmly.
f& Practice maintaining eye contact and steady body language.
2. Stay Positive and Solution-Oriented:
f& Focus on how accommodations help you perform better rather than on
limitations.
f& Frame requests as opportunities for mutual benefit.
3. Prepare and Practice:
f& Rehearse your scripts and role-playing scenarios regularly.
f& Use feedback from practice sessions to refine your approach.
4. Document Your Interactions:
f& Keep notes on what works and what doesn’t.
f& Update your communication strategies as needed based on your
experiences.




Conclusion & Next Steps

Effective self-advocacy is a skill that grows with practice. By preparing thoroughly, role-
playing scenarios, and using the communication tips provided, you’ll be better equipped to
articulate your needs in a variety of settings.
Call to Action:

® Practice one role-playing scenario this week.

® Review and refine your scripts based on your experiences.

® Documentyour progress in your Career Notebook and reflect on what

strategies work best for you.

Remember, your voice is powerful. By confidently communicating your needs, you pave
the way for a more supportive and successful educational and professional experience.
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