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Teaching your child to advocate for themselves  
Self-advocacy is defined as being able to identify and ask for what you need to 
thrive. As parents teach children to grow, it is important to encourage kids to 
become more comfortable with expressing their needs. Kids who learn self-
advocacy skills will eventually become more confident, independent, and self-aware 
adults. Voicing what you need and speaking up can be a tricky skill to master, so 
here are some concrete ways to work on self-advocacy.  

Identify strengths and needs: Sit down with your child and help them map out 
some things they are good at and some areas where they typically struggle. (You 
can map this out for yourself, too, at the same time. Many adults can benefit from 
sharpening these skills as well!) Then identify what changes could help them thrive 
in those areas where they struggle. This will help you figure out where and when 
they can be practicing self-advocacy. For kids with different abilities or learning 
styles, it might be something like asking to sit at the front of the classroom every 
day so they can hear the teacher and focus better. For kids who are introverted, it 
might mean telling people they need more time to think when put on the spot to 
respond to a verbal question. 

Role play at home before difficult encounters: Before a tricky situation 
where your child will be telling others what they need—for example, a hard 
conversation with a friend who’s hurt their feelings or asking a teacher for extra 
time on an assignment—you can help your child prepare by role playing. Pretend to 
be the teacher or the friend and let your child practice what they’re going to say. 
Or for younger children, act out the situation with stuffed animals or dolls. 

Brainstorm alternative ways to “speak up”:  Kids should know that it’s okay 
to speak up for themselves in many different situations, even when someone else 
seems to be in charge—but there are many ways to self-advocate.  

Practice using their voice in everyday situations: Don’t wait for something 
hard to come up to start practicing self-advocacy. Kids can get used to identifying 
and asking for what they need during everyday life. For instance, let them order 



for themselves at restaurants, even (especially!) if they have special requests or 
allergies. Another idea for older kids, have them craft their own emails to 
teachers.  

Give them ownership of feelings:  When advocating for themselves, children 
need to recognize and understand their emotions and develop strategies to express 
those emotions in ways that are constructive and appropriate. Avoid telling your 
child how you think they feel or how they should feel (like saying, “There’s no 
reason to cry, it didn’t hurt that bad”). Instead, allow them to define and express 
their feelings and let them know they are heard, like saying, “It sounds to me like 
you are feeling really worried about this situation at school. You are feeling like 
your concerns are not being heard by your teacher, and it’s making you feel really 
hurt.” 
 
Build self-esteem:  For students who learn differently, knowledge truly is 
power. Use your own creativity to help your child develop the skills they need to 
help themself. Successful self-advocacy starts with self-esteem. Catch your child 
doing something right and praise, praise, praise. The strongest self-advocates are 
those who feel best about themselves. 

 

 


