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Objectives:
Describe
Identify
Apply

Describe research about the utility of an advocate during conflict.

Identify helpful and unhelpful advocate behaviors during issues of conflict between
families and professionals.

Apply guidelines for supportive advocate behaviors that promote equitable and
trusting family-professional partnerships.

IDENTIFIED
NEED FOR
FAMILY
SUPPORT

1. Self-advocacy: a person speaking or
acting on behalf of him or herself);

Advocacy
Defined

2. Social support advocacy: acting on
behalf of a general citizen cause for a
larger group, rather than an
individual need);
3. Interpersonal advocacy: direct
communications or actions on behalf
of an individual with a disability);
4. Legal advocacy: exercising parent
rights and legal recourse on behalf of
an individual with a disability).

The Utility of an Advocate
During Conflict:
A Research Study
◦ Qualitative interview study that explored educators
(n=16), parents (n=15), and advocates (n=12)
perceptions and experiences with the role and
experiences with special education advocates.
◦ We defined a “special education advocate,” as someone
who can be hired by a parent for support (pro bono or for
a private fee) to provide a parent aid by way of offering
any of the following services for families: providing
information, attending IEP meetings, and/or working with
a family through specific issues of disagreement (i.e., IEP
meeting conflict, mediation, state complaint, or due
process).

Three Major Findings
◦ Two Types of Advocates:
Adversary or Ally
◦ Benefit to Having an
Advocate during Conflict
◦ Need for Advocate
Training

Finding:
Utility of the
Advocate
During
Conflict

◦ Advocate described as a
knowledgeable individual who can
support the student (and family).
◦ Assists the IEP team to remain
focused on the student (especially
during conflict).
◦ Should not be mistaken for a lawyer,
instead an advocate should
represent the family as a “conduit,”
or even a “buffer” for the IEP team
to resolve any issues of
disagreement.

Benefit to Having an Advocate

Educational
Support for Families

Emotional Support
for Families

Balances Team
Composition

• Someone to explain
process & procedures

• Team member who
knows the family and
the child

• Another team member
who can sit with the
family

Ally Advocate
◦ Someone who works with the entire
IEP team while representing the
student’s interests and needs.
◦ Described as “knowledgeable,”
“communicative,” and
“collaborative.”
◦ Perceived as making a positive
impact on the entire IEP team
through three primary roles:
(1) student advocate,
(2) family support,
(3) team player for conflict resolution

Advocate as an “Ally”
“My ideal [advocate] definition would be …. I would call the person an advocate for the student.
They were looking for what was best for the student regardless if it's what the parent wanted or if
it's what the school wanted. They were looking for things based on the student they were
advocating for.”

“I think that if they’re [advocate] knowledgeable and educated and they come in with the best
interested of the student and the family, then I think advocates are great.”

“I make it really clear that I'm not here in contention, because there's conflict, I'm here to give mom
some moral support. And it helps to position that, in other words they know before the very first 2
minutes of the meeting they know that I'm not there to pick a fight.”

Adversary Advocate
◦ Further exacerbated conflict with
families through “unprofessional”
and “overly-emotional” behavior.
◦ Often entered meetings with an
accusatory approach that tended to
include “attacking people
personally.”
◦ Adversary advocates displayed two
key characteristics:
(1) argumentative
(2) emotionally charged

“We all want to do the right thing for the child. I feel like the
advocates make it more about the adults than they do about
the child.”
“There's some [advocates] that pretend to know the law,
there're some that don't, and they won't admit it.”

Advocate as an
“Adversary”

“They [advocate] almost take on kind of a lawyer stance.”

“It [conflict] becomes their [advocate] own fight, and you hear
about, ‘well I had to fight for my child.’”

“Most of the advocates, I have to say, came in just ready to go
to battle. They came in right away- we were wrong, and they
were right, we wouldn't do this and always they were ready to
go to battle right away.”

Need for Advocate
Training
“Advocates need to know how to have a crucial
conversation, the IDEA, and have skills to work on
helping parents and districts to come together.”
◦ Adversary advocates described as uninformed with
little training, including providing parents inaccurate
legal advice.
◦ Noted variability in advocate training, including the
need for advocates to be prepared to understand
IDEA and the IEP process.
◦ Two training topics suggested include: (1) IDEA and
(2) conflict resolution strategies.
◦ Given the vulnerability of most families who use
advocates , advocate training warrants further
attention.

Implications for Practice
Families benefit from advocates who can provide educational and emotional support

Advocates can be adversaries or allies

Educators who partner with advocates are able to prevent or decrease conflict

Advocate training and education is needed for quality control

THE END

