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              Abstract

              Self-advocacy skills are essential for students with disabilities to effectively communicate their needs and obtain necessary accommodations, which are crucial for their academic success and independence. Despite the importance of these skills, students with high-incidence disabilities, including learning disabilities (LD) and attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), often enter the postsecondary education environment lacking the self-advocacy skills required to request accommodations. This study aimed to evaluate the impact of self-advocacy instruction using the Self-Advocacy and Conflict Resolution (SACR) training on the self-awareness of college students with LD and ADHD regarding their self-advocacy knowledge and skills. Participants were three first or second-year college students with high-incidence disabilities who had minimal experience requesting academic accommodations. Using a pre/post survey, the study measured participants' perceptions of their self-advocacy abilities before and after instruction. The results demonstrated a significant increase in participants' self-reported confidence and skills across several domains: self-identification, requesting and using accommodations, communication, and conflict resolution. Potential implications for self-advocacy instruction are discussed.
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      1 Introduction

      Self-advocacy skills enable students with disabilities to communicate their needs, preferences, and rights effectively for increased independence and improved outcomes in education and beyond (Day et al., 2022). The ability to self-advocate among students with disabilities helps them acquire reasonable accommodations and support. These skills ultimately enable the student to take ownership of his or her educational experience and advocate for the support he or she needs (Prater et al., 2014). Students with disabilities can self-advocate to effectively interact with faculty (Pfeifer et al., 2021) and inform instructors about how their disability affects them (Kartovicky, 2020).

      
        Students with high-incidence disabilities represent the largest group among students with disabilities in U.S. public education (Gage et al., 2012). This classification typically encompasses students with learning disabilities (LD) and may also incorporate students diagnosed with attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) (Stichter et al., 2008). Students with high-incidence disabilities need to acquire self-advocacy strategies and skills so that they can request and obtain accommodations. Unfortunately, students with ADHD can experience unfamiliar social and academic demands when transitioning to college (Morgan, 2012), which could impact their academic success; these same students can academically benefit from accommodations (Lovett et al., 2018). Students with LD typically enter the postsecondary environment (PSE) lacking self-advocacy skills needed to request accommodations (Field et al., 2003). When students with a LD attend a postsecondary institution, they are often unaware of the availability of accommodations, or even which accommodations would be beneficial (Cole & Cawthon, 2015).

      The transition from high school to a PSE can present challenges for students with LD and ADHD in terms of self-disclosure and the management of accommodations. Song Ju et al. (2017) indicated that only 24% of college students who received special education services in high school disclosed their disabilities to postsecondary institutions, which is critical in accessing accommodations. Students who can effectively disclose their disabilities and advocate for themselves are more likely to achieve favorable outcomes in college (Martin & Wittmeyer-Gruber, 2018). In addition, autonomy, a key component of self-advocacy, is significantly associated with positive postschool outcomes, including attendance and completion of postsecondary education (Doren et al., 2012). This underscores the necessity for students to develop self-advocacy skills to access support and increase their chances for educational success.

      Self-awareness is a foundational component of effective self-advocacy. Students with disabilities who possess strong self-determination skills—including self-awareness—are better equipped to understand their disabilities and advocate for necessary accommodations (Ju et al., 2017). This allows students to engage proactively with faculty and support services, which is crucial for their academic success. Self-advocacy also leads to increased persistence in the postsecondary environment, indicating that students who are aware of their rights and needs are more likely to remain engaged in their educational pursuits (Mamiseishvili & Koch, 2010).

      Teachers’ ability to provide self-advocacy instruction is associated with positive postschool outcomes for students with disabilities in the areas of employment and education (Mazzotti et al., 2012). Research indicates that effective training in self-advocacy is reflected in positive outcomes such as academic success and persistence in college (Grenwelge & Zhang, 2012; Martin & Wittmeyer-Gruber, 2018; Prater et al., 2014). For example, interventions that teach students about disability disclosure and accommodation requests have had positive outcomes; early and continuous training in self-advocacy helps prepare students for challenges they will face at college level (Holzberg et al., 2018; Roberts et al., 2014). The Self-Advocacy and Conflict Resolution (SACR) training provides direct instruction in self-advocacy skills through two modules, each with seven scripted lesson plans (Rumrill et al., 1999). Module one focuses on self-advocacy, while module two covers conflict resolution with additional self-advocacy components. Each lesson plan includes descriptions of target behaviors, scripts for what students can say to demonstrate these behaviors, and opportunities for practice and review.

      The purpose of this study was to determine if self-advocacy instruction using the SACR impacts the self-awareness of students with learning disabilities with regards to their own self-advocacy knowledge and abilities. The following research question was addressed: What is the impact of the Self-Advocacy and Conflict Resolution (SACR) training on the self-awareness of self-advocacy skills among college students with LD and/or ADHD?

    
  
    
      2 Method

      This study reports findings from ongoing research examining the outcomes of self-advocacy instruction using the SACR for students with LD and/or ADHD. As recent literature examining the efficacy of the SACR used only one-on-one instruction (Brendli et al., 2021; Chambers et al., 2024; Holzberg et al., 2018; Lopez et al., 2019; McGahee et al., 2021; Walker & Test, 2011), the researcher for this study used small group instruction, as it more sustainable in a modern day classroom, and can also lead to better learning outcomes (Fuchs et al., 2014; Morse, 2023). Small group instruction is also effective in fostering collaboration and peer interaction, which are essential for learning, particularly where students have diverse needs (Morse, 2023). In addition, small group instruction reduces the pressure on teachers to provide individualized attention by promoting collaborative learning where students can learn from and support each other (Morse, 2023).

    
  
    
      2.1 Setting

      This study was carried out at a large public research university in the southeastern United States. The study took place across two locations: the researcher’s office, and a conference room. Pre and post survey data were collected in the researcher’s office. Instructional sessions were conducted in a conference room that provided a private space for the participants and researcher.

      
        Table 1. Participant Demographics
        
          
          
          
          
          
        
        
          
            	Name
            	Age
            	Gender
            	Race/Ethnicity
            	Disability
          

        
        
          
            	Ellen
            	19
            	F
            	White
            	Dyslexia, Anxiety, ADHD
          

          
            	Alice
            	19
            	F
            	White
            	ADHD
          

          
            	Terri
            	18
            	F
            	White
            	Anxiety, ADHD
          

        
      

    
  
    
      2.2 Participants 

      Participants were recruited in response to an advertisement posted by the Disability Resource Center (DRC) and met the following criteria: (a) they were first or second-year college students; (b) they enrolled in college immediately after graduating from high school; (c) they had a diagnosed high-incidence disability, such as a LD and/or ADHD, that affects their academic performance; (d) they were currently registered with the DRC; and (e) they had little to no experience requesting academic accommodations from instructors. This resulted in three female college students (N=3) who met all the preceding criteria volunteering for this study. All participant names used in this study are pseudonyms to protect individuals' privacy and confidentiality (see Table 1).

    
  
    
      2.3 Data Collection

      A pre/post survey was used to determine the impact of self-advocacy instruction on participants’ perceptions of their self-advocacy knowledge and skills. The survey was adapted from the Self-Determination and Self-Advocacy Skills Questionnaire (Miller et al., 2007). The survey consisted of ten prompts (see Table 3) and participants were asked to rate each question using a 10-point Likert scale (Awang et al., 2016) with 1 being not at all, and 10 being all the time. Participants were surveyed prior to self-advocacy instruction. Once the instruction was complete, the participants were surveyed a second time using the same survey that was used prior to instruction.

    
  
    
      2.4 Procedural Fidelity

      Ensuring that interventions are implemented as intended is essential for maintaining procedural fidelity, which refers to the extent to which an intervention is carried out as planned (Bergmann et al., 2023). Strategies for enhancing procedural fidelity include training those who implement the intervention (Stahmer et al., 2014) and documenting adherence to the intervention (Dennis et al., 2023). Given that the author of this study has previously conducted research using the SACR to teach self-advocacy skills, training on the SACR was deemed unnecessary due to his prior experience. To collect procedural fidelity data, the researcher utilized self-monitoring by completing a checklist designed to ensure adherence to the intervention (Plavnick et al., 2010). The checklist, developed by the researcher, was based on the target behaviors outlined in the SACR lessons. Each item included the target behavior, an operational definition of the target behavior, and examples of the target behavior used during instruction. After each behavior was taught and then correctly demonstrated by each participant during and following each instructional session, the researcher marked it off on the checklist.

    
  
    
      2.5 Materials and Instruction

      Self-advocacy instruction was provided to three participants in a small group instructional setting. Instruction consisted of defining the term learning disability, the rights and responsibilities of a student with LD and/or ADHD in the United States and using the Self-Advocacy and Conflict Resolution training (SACR) (Rumrill et al., 1999), to teach self-advocacy behaviors and negotiation strategies when requesting accommodations. The SACR comprises two modules, each containing scripted lesson plans designed to provide direct instruction in self-advocacy and conflict resolution skills (see Table 2). Module one is dedicated exclusively to self-advocacy, while module two focuses on conflict resolution, including additional complementary components of self-advocacy. Each lesson plan outlines behaviors by providing a description of the target behavior(s), a script of what the student can say to demonstrate the target behavior, and opportunities for reviewing and practicing the behavior (Rumrill et al., 1999).

      
        The study consisted of four instructional sessions focusing on teaching SACR target behaviors (see Table 2) to participants. Session 1 began with an explanation of the study procedures and a review of LD, ADHD, and students' rights under United States federal law, followed by instruction on SACR behaviors 1-7, where participants practiced each behavior and received feedback. Session 2 started with a review of the first seven SACR behaviors, followed by the introduction of behaviors 8-14, with participants demonstrating each behavior and receiving feedback, concluding the self-advocacy portion of the instruction. In session three, participants reviewed SACR behaviors 1-10, and learned behaviors 15-21, which involved negotiating for accommodations if initially denied. They practiced these behaviors through scripted role-play scenarios and applied conflict resolution skills as needed. Session 4 included a review of SACR behaviors 1-21, with participants engaging in role-play activities to practice requesting accommodations and using the full range of SACR behaviors, with the researcher providing feedback throughout. During and following instruction, students practiced self-advocacy behaviors in role-play activities. Following each session, participants were assessed to determine if mastery was reached. The assessment would consist of a role-play activity where the researcher would role-play as the instructor of the participant, and the participant would request and negotiate an accommodation. Mastery was determined by the participant demonstrating 100% of the SACR behaviors taught during the instructional session.

      
        Table 2. The Self-Advocacy and Conflict Resolution (SACR) Target Behaviors
        
          
          
        
        
          
            	Module 1: Self-Advocacy

Target Behavior
            	Module 2: Conflict Resolution

Target Behavior
          

        
        
          
            	
              Greet instructor (1)

              Refer to specific class (2)

            
            	Specify instructor’s objection (15)
          

          
            	
              Identify disability status (3)

              Explain needs functionally (4)

            
            	Reflecting to understand instructor’s objection (16)
          

          
            	
              Mention previous accommodations (5)

              Explain benefits of past accommodations (6)

              Request use of accommodations (7)

            
            	Mutualizing to find common ground (17)
          

          
            	
              Identify resources and how they help (8)

              Explain what you will do (9)

            
            	Collaborating to reach an agreement (18)
          

          
            	Ask for and affirm agreement (10)
            	Inventing to generate ideas of alternative solutions (19)
          

          
            	
              Restate accommodations (11)

              Clarify your role (12)

              Clarify instructor’s role (13)

            
            	Summarizing to restate the list if ideas or alternative solutions (20)
          

          
            	
              Close with positive statement and Express appreciation (14)
            	Selecting ideas or alternative solutions presented (21)
          

        
      

    
  
    
      3 Results 

      General findings shown in Table 3 indicate an overall increase in scores from the pre-survey to the post survey. Across all prompts, pre survey results indicated a mean (M) score of 6.2 and post survey results indicated a mean (M) score of 9.1, with a range (RNG) of 2.9. Prompt four had the minimum score range (RNG 1.3), while Prompt 10 had the maximum score range (RNG 5.7).

      
        Table 3. Self-Advocacy Self-Perception Survey Scores (N=3)
        
          
          
          
          
        
        
          
            	Prompt
            	Mean (M) Pre
            	Mean (M) Post
            	Range (RNG)
          

        
        
          
            	1. I can identify myself as a person with a disability to get the support services I need.
            	7.3
            	9.0
            	1.7
          

          
            	2. I can meet with an instructor to discuss my need for accommodations.
            	6.0
            	8.7
            	2.7
          

          
            	3. I can discuss how my disability impacts my ability to succeed in school.
            	7.7
            	9.7
            	2.0
          

          
            	4. I can identify the academic accommodations I need to be successful in school.
            	8.3
            	9.7
            	1.3
          

          
            	5. I can independently request and effectively use academic accommodations in all my classes.
            	6.7
            	8.7
            	2.0
          

          
            	6. I can explain how I learn best.
            	6.7
            	9.0
            	2.3
          

          
            	7. I can ask for support in my classes when I need it.
            	5.3
            	9.0
            	3.7
          

          
            	8. I can explain my role in obtaining accommodations.
            	6.7
            	9.7
            	3.0
          

          
            	9. I can find common ground with an instructor who will not agree to provide an accommodation.
            	4.0
            	8.7
            	4.7
          

          
            	10. I can list and discuss my rights for reasonable academic accommodation under the law.
            	3.0
            	8.7
            	5.7
          

          
            	Overall Pre/Post Mean (M) and Range (RNG)
            	6.2
            	9.1
            	2.9
          

        
      

    
  
    
      
        
      

      4 Discussion

      Overall, scores indicate that the self-advocacy instruction provided to participants potentially had an impact on the self-perception of their self-advocacy skills. More specifically, the results appear to indicate that self-advocacy training impacted the students' perception of their ability to maneuver through their academic setting with much more confidence to self-advocate, and to communicate effectively with instructors about their accommodations. These findings would support the efficacy of self-advocacy instruction in enhancing the self-awareness of students with disabilities with regards to their own self-advocacy knowledge and skills.

    
  
    
      4.1 Implications 

      The goal of this study was to determine the impact of self-advocacy instruction on the self-awareness of students with LD and/or ADHD concerning their own self-advocacy knowledge and skills. While data were collected from a small number of participants (N=3), the data from the surveys does indicate potential implications for the impact of self-advocacy instruction. Overall, data demonstrated an increased confidence in self-identification and seeking support. Participants reported feeling more confident in identifying themselves as people with disabilities to receive the necessary support (prompt one, RNG 1.7), meeting with instructors to discuss accommodation needs (prompt 2, RNG 2.7), and explaining how their disabilities affect their academic performance (prompt 3, RNG 2.0). Second, data indicated an enhanced ability to request and use accommodations. There was a notable improvement in participants' ability to independently request and effectively use academic accommodations (prompt five, RNG 2.0), and to identify the accommodations they need for success (prompt four, RNG 1.3). Third, data demonstrated an improvement in communication skills. The data indicated substantial growth in participants' comfort while explaining how they learn best (prompt six, RNG 2.3), asking for support when needed (prompt seven, RNG 3.7), and explaining their role in obtaining accommodations (prompt eight, RNG 3.0).

      Specifically, data indicated two areas where participants initially reported low self-awareness, which also then saw the largest gains in post-instruction. A low pre-score, being defined as less than a mean (M) of 5.0, was in prompt 10 "I can list and discuss my rights for reasonable academic accommodation under the law," with a mean (M) of 3.0, showing low self-perception in legal knowledge related to self-advocacy. Another area with a low mean pre-score is prompt 9 "I can find common ground with an instructor who won’t agree to provide an accommodation," scoring a mean (M) of 4.0. These pre-scores suggest participants may have started with limited confidence or skills in managing conflicts regarding accommodations. However, post-scores for prompt ten indicated an increase, with a 5.7-point improvement, moving from a mean (M) score of 3.0 to a mean (M) score of 8.7. Also, prompt nine also saw an improvement of 4.7 points, moving from a mean (M) score of 4.0 to a mean (M) score of 8.7. This suggests the SACR training was most effective in enhancing participants’ awareness of their legal rights for accommodations and increasing their confidence in managing potential disagreements with instructors over accommodations.

    
  
    
      
        
      

      4.2 Practitioner Implications

      The findings of this study suggest key implications for practitioners working with college students with LD and/or ADHD. One implication is the potential benefit of targeted skill development. Results indicate that specific instruction in self-advocacy could positively influence students' confidence and self-perception in advocating for themselves. For instance, disability service providers in the PSE could consider adopting these instructional methods to help students with LD and/or ADHD develop self-advocacy skills, which in turn could improve students' overall independence and academic success. Second, the study’s use of pre-and post-instruction surveys also highlights the importance of baseline assessments. These assessments provide valuable insights into students’ initial self-perceptions of self-advocacy, allowing practitioners to customize interventions based on individual needs. By tailoring support in this way, practitioners can offer more personalized assistance that addresses specific areas where students may need greater skill development. Also, the study’s findings of self-perception suggest that incorporating self-advocacy training into first-year college support programs could strengthen students’ confidence, leading to increased self-awareness, promoting proactive engagement with academic and disability support resources. Such training could equip students with the self-advocacy tools they need to actively participate in their educational planning.

    
  
    
      4.3 Suggestions for Future Research

      Results from this study indicate several potential areas for further research. Future research could explore whether self-advocacy skills lead to improved academic performance, higher rates of academic persistence, or better career preparation. Additionally, researchers could examine whether students with strong self-advocacy skills can navigate post-college environments, such as employment, more successfully due to their ability to self-identify needs and secure appropriate accommodations. Given the strong results in conflict resolution, future studies could focus on this component and examine its specific role in fostering self-advocacy. Also, researchers could assess the role of explicit instruction in legal rights and negotiation strategies to determine how each element contributes to improved advocacy outcomes. Finally, since participants reported increased self-awareness, future studies could investigate the role of reflective practices within self-advocacy training, and if incorporating regular self-assessments or journaling could impact students' recognition of their advocacy growth.

    
  
    
      4.4 Limitations 

      There are several limitations presented that should be considered when interpreting these results. First, the small sample size of only three participants limits the generalization of results to a broader population of college students with LD and/or ADHD. Future studies could include an increased sample size and diversity among participants to ensure findings are representative and applicable to the larger population. Another limitation is the use of self-reported data; respondents may overestimate or underestimate their self-advocacy skills, which may lead to potential distortion in results. Future studies can include objective measures or behavioral ratings in order to provide greater validity and a fuller understanding of how students perceive their skills in self-advocacy. Finally, the self-advocacy skills are examined in a study limited in scope. This study only focused on the self-advocacy skills in the context of postsecondary education, and no other contexts that are important in wider self-advocacy application, like workplace and secondary academic environments. A future study could use the instructional content to investigate the self-perception of self-advocacy skills in these other environments.

    
  
    
      5 Conclusion

      The purpose of this study was to examine the impact of the SACR training on the self-awareness of self-advocacy skills among college students with LD and/or ADHD. The findings of this study suggest that training in self-advocacy using the SACR can potentially have an impact in increasing self-efficacy and competencies in advocating among students with LD and/or ADHD in the PSE by improving the student’s self-awareness of self-advocacy skills. Participants reported significant increases in their confidence in self-identification, the seeking and use of academic accommodations, and communication with instructors. These included considering themselves as individuals with disabilities, being more confident talking about their needs with instructors, and acquiring the consciousness of what accommodations they required in order to be successful college students. Participants also reported improvements in their ability to state their learning preferences, request for help, and describe their role in securing the accommodations. The largest increases were, however, seen within conflict resolution skills and awareness of their legal rights; this demonstrates that a critical component of self-advocacy training is, in fact, enabling students to manage challenges in obtaining accommodations effectively. These findings also indicate that instruction in self-advocacy skills constitutes a useful intervention in preparing students for success in an academic environment and in advocating for their educational needs. Future research should examine the long-term effects of self-advocacy training and expand the study to larger, more diverse samples to further establish the present findings.
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