
NEW 
PRODUCTS 

The Self-Advocacy 
Strategy for 
Education and 
Transition Planning 
Anthony K. Van Reusen 

New Products is a regular depart-
ment that describes recently pub-
lished teaching materials or tests. It 
is usually written by the staff of the 
publisher or by the author of the 
material or test. Suggestions for 
this column should be sent to Ann 
Grasso Ryan, Column Editor, 
University of St. Thomas, 2115 
Summit Ave., St. Paul, MN 
55105.— AGR 

Most educational professionals 
who deal with day-to-day aspects of 
providing special and remedial edu-
cation are committed to developing 
the highest educational life poten-
tial they possibly can for the stu-
dents they serve. An example of this 
type of commitment is found in the 
new Self-Advocacy Strategy for 
Education and Transition Planning 
(Van Reusen, Bos, Schumaker, & 
Deshler, 1994). This new manual is 
an updated version of the manual 
for the Education Planning Strategy 
(Van Reusen, Bos, Schumaker, & 
Deshler, 1987). The Self-Advocacy 
Strategy was created to more effec-
tively address the complex educa-
tional and/or transition concerns of 
students and others exhibiting learn-

ing and performance problems, and 
the revision reflects recent develop-
ments in strategic instruction, moti-
vation, and self-advocacy research. 
Many of the changes incorporated 
into this new manual also stem 
from invaluable feedback and sug-
gestions provided by teachers, stu-

dents, parents, and other profession-
als who used the original strategy. 

Self-Advocacy Definition 
and Strategy Purpose 

Self-advocacy, as defined by Van 
Reusen et al. (1994), refers to an 
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individual's ability to effectively 
communicate, convey, negotiate, or 
assert his or her interests, desires, 
needs, and rights. It assumes the 
ability to make informed decisions. 
It also means taking responsibility 
for those decisions. Similarly, the 
idea of teaching students how to 
make effective learning and devel-
opment decisions and use self-
advocacy skills is based on research 
showing that students who have 
positive self-perceptions and per-
ceived control over their learning 
abilities are more willing and moti-
vated to work successfully with the 
adults in their environment (Brown, 
1988; Perlmutter & Monty, 1977; 
Schunk, 1989; Schunk & Rice, 
1985). 

The purpose of the Self-Advocacy 
Strategy is fivefold. First, as a moti-
vation strategy, it is designed to 
enable students to systematically 
gain a sense of control and influence 
over their own learning and develop-
ment. Second, the strategy focuses 
students7 attention on their learning 
and transition skill strengths and 
provides them with a systematic 
process for identifying or determin-
ing specific skills they want to learn 
or improve. Third, mastery of the 
strategy enables students to take an 
active role in making decisions re-
lated to their learning and develop-
ment experiences. Fourth, the strat-
egy provides students with a way of 
getting organized before any type of 
conference or meeting. Finally, the 
steps of the strategy remind stu-
dents about behaviors and tech-
niques needed for effectively com-
municating and advocating their 
education and/or transition goals. 

Instructional Focus 
Instruction in the Self-Advocacy 

Strategy is directed toward increas-
ing students' self-knowledge and 
their understanding that regardless 
of the learning situation, ultimately 
they control or determine what, 
how, how well, and why they learn. 
Thus, instruction is designed to in-
crease students' investment in their 
own learning, intrinsic motivation, 
and commitment to learn. Addition-
ally, although the Self-Advocacy 
Strategy is a motivation strategy 
that students can use when prepar-
ing for and participating in any type 
of meeting or conference, instruc-

tion emphasizes the importance of 
students becoming active and re-
sponsible participants in determin-
ing their lives by advocating for and 
negotiating their own futures. 

Through Self-Advocacy Strategy 
instruction, students and others learn 
how to take inventory of their edu-
cational and/or transition strengths, 
areas to improve or learn, and 
choices for learning or needed ac-
commodations. Further, they learn 
how to set goals for learning and 
preparing themselves for the tran-
sition from school to adult life. 
With regard to transition, students 
learn how to identify their current 
interests and needs with respect to 
independent living skills, career and 
employment skills, financial and 
consumer skills, social and family 
living skills, citizenship and legal 
skills, health and wellness skills, 
community resource skills, and lei-
sure and recreations skills. In addi-
tion, they learn how to communicate 
this information in a productive 
manner during conferences or other 
meeting situations and take an 
active role in making decisions. In 
sum, the instruction provides stu-
dents, parents, and others a frame-
work or strategic system for making 
plans and carrying out those plans 
in order to achieve successful educa-
tional experiences and transitions 
from educational settings to the 
workforce, adult life, and commu-
nity settings. 

Changes from 
Previous Version 

It should be stressed to teachers, 
educational therapists, counselors, 
parents, and others familiar with the 
original Education Planning Strategy 
that this new manual contains the 
same I PLAN steps and SHARE 
behaviors used in the original strat-
egy. The acronym I PLAN is used to 
help students remember the five 
steps involved in the strategy. Each 
letter in I PLAN serves to cue stu-
dents to use each step of the 
strategy: 

Inventory, the first step, gives 
students an opportunity to 
identify and list their per-
ceived education and/or transi-
tion strengths, areas for im-
provement or learning, goals, 

needed accommodations, and 
choices for learning. 

Provide Your Inventory Informa-
tion, the second step, focuses 
on how to provide input dur-
ing a conference or meeting. 

Listen and Respond relates to 
effectively listening to others' 
statements or questions and 
responding to them. 

Ask Questions involves asking 
appropriate questions to gather 
necessary information. 

Name Your Goals involves com-
municating personal goals, 
ideas, and responsibilities on 
action to be taken. 

Hence, the Self-Advocacy Strategy is 
often called the I PLAN strategy, 
and the steps are often referred to as 
the I PLAN Steps. In mastering the 
strategy, students also learn how 
and when to use the SHARE behav-
iors, which are basic techniques for 
effective communication. These 
behaviors include 

S Sit up straight. 
H Have a pleasant tone of voice. 
A Activate your thinking. 
R Relax. 
E Engage in eye communication. 

The major difference between 
this new manual and the Education 
Planning Strategy manual is that 
The Self-Advocacy Strategy manual 
contains instructional procedures, 
materials, and activities for two 
types of conferences: education 
planning and transition planning. 
(Information in the original manual 
was limited to education planning 
conferences only.) In some states 
and school districts, these planning 
conferences are conducted sepa-
rately. In others, education and tran-
sition planning take place during 
the same conference. 

Information in this new manual 
helps educators and others decide 
which type of conference to conduct, 
on the basis of whether students 
need to focus primarily on educa-
tion planning, transition planning, 
or both. For elementary-age stu-
dents, education planning confer-
ences may be the best choice. For 
adolescents and adults, including 
those who have already left school, 
transition planning conferences are 
most appropriate. For middle, junior 
high, or high school students, both 
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education and transition planning 
conferences may be appropriate. In 
any case, all students determined 
eligible for special education ser-
vices are required by law to have an 
Individualized Education Program 
(IEP) that is developed in a planning 
conference before they are placed 
into a special education program 
and before they receive any special 
education services. In addition, the 
IEPs of students who are receiving 
special education services must in-
clude transition goals by the time 
the students are 16 years old (and 
when appropriate, by age 14 or 
younger). 

Due to the major differences be-
tween the two types of conferences, 
three relevant inventory sheets and 
other associated materials are in-
cluded in the new manual, includ-
ing a revamped Education Inventory 
and revised education skill lists,- a 
modified Education Inventory, 
called "My Personal Inventory/' for 
younger students (Grades 2 through 
5); and a new Transition Inventory 
and transition skill lists for students 
in middle, secondary, and post-
secondary settings. 

Instructional Sequence 
The Self-Advocacy Strategy man-

ual also reflects current knowledge 
and technology about strategy in-
struction that effectively enhances 
students' strategy acquisition and 
generalization. Consequently, the 
new manual is organized around a 
modified Instructional Stage Model 
(Ellis, Deshler, Lenz, Schumaker, & 
Clark, 1991), with each stage incor-
porating such effective instructional 
practices as advance organizers, les-
son organizers, and postlesson orga-
nizers to promote student learning, 
goal attainment, and use of the 
strategy. Students with learning and 
behavior problems who participated 
in the field-test studies mastered 
the Self-Advocacy Strategy when the 
instructional stages presented in 
Figure 1 were implemented. The 
description below summarizes these 
instructional stages and the se-
quence to follow. 

Stage 1 : Orient and 
Make Commitments 

In this first stage, students are 
introduced to the concept of educa-

Stage 1: 

Stage 2: 

Stage 3: 

Orient and Obtain Commitment to Learn 

Describe 

Model and Prepare 

Stage 4: Verbal Practice 

Stage 5: Group Practice and Feedback 

Stage 6: Individual Practice and Feedback 

Education/Transition 
Planning Conference 

No 

No 

No 

No 

Generalization to 
Other Settings 

Figure 1 • The Self-Advocacy Strategy instructional sequence. 

tion and transition conferences, the 
purpose of the Self-Advocacy Strat-
egy, and how learning this strategy 
gives them more power and control 
over their own learning and devel-
opment experiences in and out of 
school. Students are also asked to 
make a commitment to learn the 
strategy, and the instructor makes a 
commitment to teach the strategy 
to them. Experience in working 
with older students has indicated 

that student effort and motivation 
throughout the instructional process 
is greater if students make a verbal 
or written commitment to learn 
the strategy and if their instructor 
makes a similar commitment to 
teach it. 

Stage 2 : Describe 
The describe stage is designed 

to paint a picture that details the 
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nature of the skills to be taught and 
the advantages of using those skills. 
First, education and/or transition 
conferences are defined. Next, the 
type of conferences or meetings in 
which students are likely to partici-
pate and the general characteristics 
of those conferences or meetings are 
described. Third, students are shown 
how they can personally benefit by 
attending conferences and meetings 
and applying the Self-Advocacy 
Strategy. An interactive format is 
used, and students are given exam-
ple situations where using the strat-
egy has made a difference for other 
students. Experience suggests that 
such discussion about the kinds of 
advantages and results students can 
expect after learning the strategy is 
important for enhancing student 
interest and involvement. 

Stage 3: Model and Prepare 
Students learn a skill better if 

they can see it and hear it per-
formed rather than just hearing a 
description of what to do; that is, 
they can learn skills by imitating 
good models. In this stage, the 
I PLAN steps of the strategy are 
demonstrated while the instructor 
thinks aloud so the students can 
hear the necessary cognitive pro-
cesses as well as the overt behaviors 
involved in performing the strategy. 
The first step of I PLAN, the Inven-
tory step, requires the longest time 
to model. Here students complete 
their Education or Transition Inven-
tory. Due to the length of this step, 
the instruction is designed so that 
each part of the Inventory step is 
modeled and then students immedi-
ately complete that part. When the 
demonstration for the Inventory 
step of the strategy is concluded, 
students will have completed the 
inventory they will use at their 
upcoming education and/or transi-
tion conference. Also during the 
Model and Prepare Stage, the 
remaining steps of the strategy, 
which focus on when and how to 
communicate during a conference or 
meeting, are demonstrated. Thus, 
each of the I PLAN Steps, the cogni-
tive processes, and the overt behav-
iors involved in performing these 
steps is presented clearly and 
explicitly. 

Of all the teaching stages, the 
Model and Prepare Stage takes the 

most time to complete. This is 
because the students complete the 
Inventory step as part of this stage. 
Because of the differences between 
education and transition planning 
conferences, two Model and Prepare 
Stages are presented in the manual. 
If two conferences (i.e., education 
and transition planning) are com-
bined into the same conference, 
parts of the Education Inventory and 
the Transition Inventory can be 
selected to reflect the unique needs 
of a student. For example, the career 
and employment planning section of 
the Education Inventory might be 
omitted because the Transition 
Inventory contains a section in this 
area. Parts of the Transition Inven-
tory might be selected as more 
appropriate for some students than 
for others. For example, one stu-
dent's Transition Inventory may 
reflect his need to focus on indepen-
dent living skills whereas another 
student's Transition Inventory may 
reflect her need to focus primarily 
on future education needs. 

Stage 4 : Verbal Practice 
Before students are asked to use 

the strategy, they should be able to 
name the strategy steps and describe 
in detail where, when, how, and 
why they should use the strategy at 
an automatic level. Therefore, dur-
ing this instructional stage, students 
are first asked questions to ensure 
that they know what to do during 
each step of the strategy, and where, 
when, and why they need to use it. 
Next, they are asked to verbally 
rehearse the I PLAN steps and the 
SHARE behaviors. This practice 
facilitates future independent use of 
the strategy. The verbal practice 
activities detailed in the manual 
can be effectively and quickly car-
ried out with a group of students 
through " rapid-fire" exercises in 
which the instructor points to each 
student in succession and each stu-
dent names or explains a strategy 
step or answers a question about the 
strategy. Once students appear to 
know the strategy steps and their 
purpose, they can practice individ-
ually or in small groups. Students 
practice until they can name and 
explain the steps individually with-
out help. Their knowledge is as-
sessed individually using a checklist 
provided in the manual. 

Stage 5: Group Practice 
and Feedback 

When students demonstrate both 
understanding and verbal mastery of 
the steps and concepts of the strat-
egy, they participate as a group in a 
simulated conference. First, the 
instructor reviews what takes place 
during a particular type of confer-
ence or meeting, lists who will par-
ticipate, and describes the students' 
responsibilities. Second, the instruc-
tor conducts a simulated conference 
or meeting by directing questions 
and statements to individual stu-
dents and requiring them to re-
spond. After each response, the 
instructor and the other students 
provide feedback on how effectively 
each student used the strategy (e.g., 
whether the student looked at the 
conference participants while talk-
ing, used a pleasant tone of voice, 
responded in complete statements, 
and referred to the Education or 
Transition Inventory). A group prac-
tice score sheet is used in this stage 
to score each student's performance. 
Simulated practice activities con-
tinue until the students consistently 
use the strategy effectively. 

The role of individual feedback 
during this stage is perhaps the most 
important element of the instruc-
tional process. Research has shown 
that students make the greatest 
gains when they receive specific 
and well-timed feedback (Gersten, 
Carnine, & Woodward, 1987; Kline, 
Schumaker, & Deshler, 1991; Kul-
havy, 1977; Perkins, 1988). Without 
such feedback, students with learn-
ing problems often continue to prac-
tice incorrect responses, thus delay-
ing mastery of the targeted strategy. 
Tape-recording or videotaping the 
simulated conference activities and 
asking students to listen to (or 
watch) some of the responses and 
comments on them can be a very 
helpful part of this stage. The audio 
or video recording of the simulated 
conference is also useful in the 
instructional activities in Stage 6. 

Stage 6: Individual Practice 
and Feedback 

In this stage of the instructional 
sequence, the instructor meets with 
each student individually to allow 
for practice, feedback, and mastery. 
During this stage, students' partici-
pation in the simulated conference 
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(conducted in Stage 5) is first re-
viewed; that is, each student self-
evaluates, and the instructor 
provides feedback regarding the 
student's use of the I PLAN steps 
and the SHARE behaviors. Then, 
the strategy steps and behaviors are 
reviewed with the student. Next, 
another simulated conference or 
meeting is conducted with the stu-
dent in a one-to-one format. Feed-
back and additional practice are pro-
vided as needed. Again, audio- or 
videotaping the individual simulated 
conference facilitates the provision 
of individual feedback. This type of 
individual practice and feedback 
continues until the student reaches 
mastery, which typically requires 
10 to 15 minutes. Immediately fol-
lowing the individual practice and 
feedback, the student has an oppor-
tunity to ask questions about a spe-
cific upcoming conference or 
meeting. 

This stage is also designed to pro-
mote acquisition durability,- specifi-
cally, it is used to fade the prompts 
and cues given in the earlier stages. 
In this manner, the student becomes 
responsible for taking the initiative 
and getting more actively involved 
in using the strategy. The role of 
individual feedback during this stage 
of the instructional sequence is as 
critical as during earlier stages,- how-
ever, rather than the instructor as-
suming major responsibility for the 
feedback process, the student be-
comes responsible for self-evaluation 
and reflection. This is accomplished 
by asking the student questions 
about his or her use of the strategy 
steps and associated behaviors, thus 
enabling the student to analyze his 
or her effectiveness. 

Stage 7: Generalization 
Mastering a motivation strategy 

like the Self-Advocacy Strategy 
serves little purpose unless it is 
used at the intended times and in 
the intended settings. Therefore, the 
real measure of effective instruction 
is the degree to which students can 
generalize the strategy to the real 
world and maintain its use over 
time. In this stage, students are 
assisted in using the strategy during 
actual conferences or meetings and 
in adapting it for a variety of meet-
ings or conferences (i.e., job inter-
views, performance evaluations, 

negotiations with parents, club and 
team meetings, etc.). Three distinct 
phases are addressed in this stage of 
instruction. First, a Preparing for 
and Conducting a Planning Confer-
ence Phase provides each student 
with an opportunity to directly use 
the acquired skills in an education 
or transition conference. Second, a 
Preparing for Other Uses of the 
Strategy Phase makes students 
aware of other formal and informal 
situations where they can use the 
strategy as well as ways in which 
they may need to adjust the strategy 
to meet unique situations. Finally, a 
Preparing for Subsequent Confer-
ence Phase helps students review 
the purpose of particular confer-
ences or meetings, as well as the 
importance of their participation. 
Here, students are given an opportu-
nity to review the steps and associ-
ated behaviors of the strategy and 
update their Education or Transition 
Inventory. In this generalization 
phase, students have the opportu-
nity to practice their use of the strat-
egy, especially before an actual 
meeting or conference. 

Included Concepts 
and Skills 

In brief, the major concepts and 
skills acquired by students who 
learn the Self-Advocacy Strategy 
include the following: 

• Nonverbal and verbal behaviors 
necessary for good communi-
cation 

• Benefits of self-talk 
• Active versus passive listening 
• Self-knowledge and self-awareness 

skills 
• Social and pragmatic skills 
• Informed decision making 
• Planning 
• Self-Advocacy 
• Conversation skills 
• Information gathering 
• Acceptance of criticism and 

feedback 
• Questioning 
• Negotiation and problem solving 
• Acceptance of responsibility 

Strategy Uses: When 
and Where? 

Once students have learned the 
strategy sufficiently, they can use it 

prior to or during any type of con-
ference or meeting, such as 

• An informal conference conducted 
by instructors, parents, and other 
professionals with students who 
may be exhibiting learning 
problems; 

• An IEP conference that is held at 
least annually for students receiv-
ing special education services; 

• An Individualized Transition Pro-
gram (ITP) conference held for the 
purpose of planning and specifying 
needed transition services for stu-
dents with disabilities, no later 
than age 16, and when appropri-
ate, beginning by the age of 14 or 
younger,-

• An Individualized Vocational Edu-
cation Program (IVEP) conference 
held at least annually for special 
education students receiving 
vocational education; 

• A career planning conference 
conducted by a school counselor; 

• A vocational planning conference 
conducted by a vocational eval-
uator, counselor, or career 
counselor; 

• A Vocational Rehabilitation Pro-
gram (VRP) conference conducted 
with a rehabilitation or vocational 
evaluator or counselor,-

• Disposition meetings or confer-
ences for adjudicated youth by 
court-appointed social workers, 
probation officers, and youth 
evaluators; 

• A meeting with a parent or 
guardian to resolve problems or 
negotiate permission; and 

• A job interview or a performance 
evaluation. 

Cenclusien 
In summary, the Self-Advocacy 

Strategy for Education and Transi-
tion Planning should be viewed as 
an effective tool that can be used to 
involve students, both young and 
old, in planning their education 
and/or transition programs with the 
ultimate goal of increasing their 
motivation and commitment to 
learning. This strategy focuses on 
helping students identify and verify 
their beliefs about their education 
and transition strengths, make 
informed learning and development 
decisions, and advocate for them-
selves. It is used to teach students 
to identify and prioritize needs, 
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choose goals, and increase their 
interest in and efforts toward learn-
ing and goal attainment. By provid-
ing students with opportunities to 
learn and use decision-making and 
self-advocacy skills, teachers and 
others can better prepare them to 
become full participants in our 
democratic society. S 

Anthony K. V a n Reusen, PhD, is an 
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the Division of Education, College of Social and 
Behavioral Sciences, University of Texas at San 
Antonio. Address: Anthony K. Van Reusen, Divi-
sion of Education, College of Social and Behav-
ioral Sciences, University of Texas at San 
Antonio, 6900 North Loop 1604 West, San 
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Author's Note 
The Self-Advocacy Strategy for Education and 
Transition Planning may be ordered by calling 
Edge Enterprises, Inc., at 913/749-1473 after 

3 p.m. CMT, or by writing to Edge Enterprises, 
Inc., P.O. Box 1304, Lawrence, KS 66044. 
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