
Self-Advocacy:  What is it? 
 
From Webster’s New collegiate Dictionary definition of advocate: 

“One who pleads the cause of another.” 
 

A self-advocate must therefore be: 
“One who pleads one’s own cause.” 

 
Often when those who are non-disabled are dealing with those who are, there is the felt 
need to take care of or work for those viewed as less fortunate.  Such an attitude does 
little to empower or build the self-esteem of the individual, or assist him or her in 
reaching personal goals or fulfilling God-given potential. 
 
It is appropriate to remember the African folk axiom which suggests: 
 

If we offer a fish to a hungry person today, that individual must 
return to us tomorrow when hunger returns.  But when we teach 
individuals to fish for themselves and give them a fishing rod, they 
will feed their families for many days to come. 
 

It is the same with people with disabilities, no matter what their assigned category.  
When we teach people the skills of advocacy and give them the tools they need, they 
will no longer be dependent upon us. 
 
When we give up the role of helper (which often reinforces our own sense of worth) and 
move toward becoming a guide, teacher, and finally companion, we have cultivated 
comrades and colleagues in the struggle to build the Kingdom of God on earth.  Our 
bishops in 1978 suggested we learn to work with rather that only think of doing for. 
 
First Steps 

• Discussions which pinpoint and target felt need; 
• Letting individuals find a role in the process which feels right for them at this 

moment; 
• Lending one’s self and knowledge to the developing self-advocate. 

 
Different Roles Involved 

• The advocate and/or self-advocate; 
• The one or group wanting or needing something, for whom advocate/self-

advocate pleads cause; 
• The system or individual offering resolution; 
• The adversaries; 
• The uninvolved who might be moved to action. 
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Elements Which can Bring Success 
 

• Knowledge of the situation or individuals involved, acquired through: 
o Library research; 
o Personal experience; 
o Informational interviews; 
o Advice from knowledgeable sources. 

• Willingness to use self in solving problems, seeing self as part of a community of 
concern: 

o Gaining success through working with others. 
• Communication Skills: 

o Receptive listening. 
o Ability to express what has been learned positively and assertively. 

 
Suggested Activities 
 

• Gather facts. 
• Develop a positive script for interviews. 
• Brief companion(s). 
• Role play the situation. 
• Determine the appropriate number of companions and identify their roles. 

o Avoid blocking communication by selecting too many. 
o Select enough to show shared concern. 

 
It may be best for an advocacy team to choose small steps which move toward 
eventually bigger goals. 
 
Be sure to celebrate each victory, no matter how small.  A sense of success moves you 
and your team to greater commitment. 
 
Find the positives in the outcome.  Announce the outcome. 
 
HAVE A PARTY! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This resource may be reprinted provided you credit the source: 
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