Section II: KNOW THE STUDENT

Chapter 2

Help Students Become Personally Empowered 

And Act As Good Citizens

We could argue that there are two key elements to leading a rich, full life: (1) on the one hand, the opportunity to make choices, to set the direction of our lives, and to advocate for ourselves is at the base of our humanity, an essential, foundational ingredient for a quality life. To help students make a transition to a quality life, you must find ways for them to have choices, set the direction for their lives, and advocate for themselves. This is what we mean by being personally empowered.  (2) On the other hand, each of us has responsibility to care for and support others, to make a contributions to our community and society, to help make a positive difference in the world. When we talk about being a good citizen, this is what we mean. For all of us, these two perspectives are interactive and reinforcing. As we set our own direction, we need the help of others. Often, however, our direction becomes clearer and new opportunities open up to us as we help others and are recognized for our contributions. 

Learning to advocate for our own lives and take care of others is critical to making the transition from school to a quality life as an adult. That’s why we put this chapter right at the front of this book. It’s very important. Towards this end our goals in this chapter are to understand how we may empower students to work towards a quality life. Figure 2-1 illustrates the components of personal empowerment we will discuss in this chapter. Our goals are to: 

· Explain the links between personal empowerment and education for citizenship.

· Explore strategies by which students may be given choices in their lives. 

· Discuss how students can determine the directions of their lives and how others can support students in such self-determination. 

· Learn how students may advocate for themselves and how you can support them.

· Understand strategies for leadership development for citizen action to increase community capacity to support choices, self-determination, and self-advocacy. 

Reflection 2.1 Think about students with whom you work. Do these students make choices about their lives? How well do adults support and encourage these students to make choices and seek their own direction in life? What do you see that is both positive and problematic? 
A Story That Tells the Story 

Micah said, “I Want to Go in the Same Door”

Let’s start off with the story of Micah Fialka-Feldman that illustrates much of what we’ll discuss in this chapter. As of this writing, he’s a young adult living at home attending a local university. When Micah was in the 3rd grade he said to his parents, “I want to go in the same door as the other kids in my school”. Micah was in a separate special education class that was down the far end of the west wing of the school. These students came in the back door of the school and spent virtually all day in this class. What Micah wanted was to be in general education classes with the other students. Thus began a many year advocacy effort that resulted in Micah being fully included in general education classes starting in the 3rd grade through high school. As he neared completion of his high school career Micah and his parents were talking one day about his future. “I want to go to college”, said Micah. Everyone else in his family went to college and he just assumed he would also. “How will we do this?” thought his parents. 

While Micah cannot read more than a few words, he uses assistive technology everyday to catch up on political news (in which he has a great interest). He attends university classes and does the work that other students do with adaptations. He has learned how to help instructors know his needs. Micah has learned to advocate for himself and he constantly reaches out to try to help others through sharing his experiences in presentations that he makes about his experiences. 

Micah had a very attentive group of people who provided him support. When he said, “I want to go in the same door,” his parents and other supporters moved ahead to advocate his being in general education classes full-time. When he said, “I want to go to college”, the same thing happened. Micah learned by being supported in making real, important choices for his life. To read more about Micah’s story and to order a copy of the video of his inclusion in college, go to http://www.throughthesamedoor.com/ 
Images of a Future Life: 

Implications for Personal Empowerment and Citizenship

To get started in this chapter let’s consider this key question: Is it important that your students learn how to make choices, advocate for themselves, and determine the direction for their lives? It’s easy to respond with a glib, “Yes, of course”. However, the answer to this question depends upon perceptions of the future life roles of an individual. If students with special needs will always live under the total control of parents, teachers and staff people and are expected first and foremost to comply with directives, the answer to this question may be, “No, choice-making and self-advocacy are not important. In fact, they create problems. Youth who make choices will be more challenging and less compliant”. So a first question is: “Do you really believe that your students should have opportunities to set the direction for their lives, even if they require much support to do so?” 

Whether you help students become personally empowered also begins with what you believe is possible for them. Research is clear. Expectations are powerful and often become self-fulfilling prophecies. You have the potential to both expand and restrict life possibilities for your students. If you have low expectations, you may actually help create limited life outcomes for them, albeit unintentionally. Likewise, however, if you have high expectations, based on real possibilities, you may help create expanded possibilities.

What images then do you have for the lives of your students? How do such images get created? What impact does race, gender, sexual preference, disability, socio-economic status, and family connections have? These are important questions if you seek to help students have full lives where their gifts are valued and they seek their own life goals and passions. What, for example, might you expect for . . . 

· Shawnessy a 3rd grader who has a cognitive disability, is Black, and comes from a rich, well-connected family. 

· Dashawn who is 16 years old, has cerebral palsy, a severe cognitive disability, and communicates only with facial and hand gestures and sign using the words ‘yes’ and ‘no’. Her family is poor. They immigrated some years ago to factory work in this town from the Appalacian mountain area and her father was laid off a year ago.

· Bobby who comes from a working class family. He is constantly in trouble in the middle school and has labels of ADHD, learning disabilities, and emotional disturbance. 

Reflection 2.2 Take a few minutes and think about these 3 students (or 3 other students you know well). Briefly describe the ‘best possible life images’ you have for each of them related to the following areas: relationships, employment, home, community involvement, recreation and leisure. Think of what is both positive and possible.

Unfortunately, too many students are caught in traditional patterns that dramatically limit both their quality of life and the contributions that they can make to the lives of others. What are such traditional patterns? They include: 

· If you are now poor, you stay poor. 

· If you have a cognitive disability (or autism or other disabilities), you live your life as a client of the segregated service system, first in segregated special education classes, later in sheltered workshops, group homes, even institutions. You have few connections other than paid staff and other people with a disability.

· If you have emotional difficulties, you are sent to segregated special education programs, tend to drop out of school, live an unstable life, go from job to job, and are often arrested. 

Unfortunately, many students with special needs often have lives where they have few choices and little opportunity to set the direction of their lives. In traditional approaches to services they go to school in segregated classes only with other students with disabilities. Often a central focus of their teachers is to control student behavior. When students leave school they go to group homes where who they live with, what they eat, what games they can play are typically under the direct supervision of staff. If they begin to attend a day program or sheltered workshop, again, they are told what work they will do, what they will get paid, and much energy is spent ‘keeping the clients under control’. The control of intimate relationships is particularly strong so that all their lives there is little opportunity for meaningful dating, embracing, and sexual relationships. How might we open up choices to our students? Let’s explore how you can be a part of shifting this paradigm and, instead, supporting students in making choices, determining life directions, and self-advocacy to take on socially valued roles in their communities. 
Making Choices

Choices in our lives are many. They pervade every aspect of our lives. Figure 2-3 provides some examples of types of choices. Some are more mundane, like what clothes to wear today, what make-up to put on, how I will wear my hair. These are certainly the easiest types of choices to structure for children and young adults. Others are more complex. 

Figure 2-1

Types of Choices

Allow many choices reducing limitations as students learn

A key strategy for helping students learn good choice-making skills is to provide them experiences in engaging in increasingly complex decisions while also providing guidance, support, and mentoring. As you give students options for choices state up front any parameters that limit choices, always explaining reasons for such restrictions. Your goal is to provide students opportunities to consider choices in all aspects of their lives from the daily, mundane to more important, far-reaching decisions.

Start small and gradually provide more options always with support that is needed. At a young age or with students with more limited abilities, give students options regarding various daily choices and let them select among them. Here are a couple of examples that move from more to less restrictions in choices:  

· “John. You need to wear a shirt and pants to school. Do you want to wear the red or blue shirt?”

· “John. Time for school. Pick out what you want to wear today”. 

This is obviously a very simple choice, but it illustrates how you provide scaffolding to help students move from making choices among presented options to having more independence in selecting options for themselves. This same type of process occurs in all sorts of choice-making. 

Teach steps of good choice-making

You also can help students learn to make good choices by teaching them strategies for the steps of choice-making. These include:  

1. Identify options

2. Compare and evaluate different options

3. Make a decision

4. Gain support from others for the decision

5. Implement the decision

Let’s discuss each of these steps. 

Identify options  The first step in choice-making is simply to identify the options. If we are talking about getting dressed in the morning this is fairly simple. We look in the closet and see what’s there!! However, if you want to purchase something, it can get more complicated. Let’s say a student would like to purchase a digital camera but needs to spend no more than $100. The first question is: “Is this possible? Can you buy a digital camera for $100. What brands are there?” Fortunately, obtaining information about choices these days is much easier. Where might we obtain information about choices? It depends upon what we are concerned with, of course, but information sources include:

· People you know and people they know!

· Local stores

· Internet (google searches are particularly good)

· Yellow pages (and internet-based versions)

· Information on community events put about by local city offices

You start with helping students identify their interests, areas in which they would like to pursue choices. Then involve the student in searching out available choices. As in the example with the digital camera, oftentimes students will have limits on their choices – funds available, what their parents will accept, geographical proximity, and more. You can help them identify such parameters as well.

Compare and evaluate different options Given options that are available regarding each choice, which is best? This is hard sometimes to figure out. It’s very helpful to gather information and compare different options. What are sources by which we can gain information on choices? This, of course, depends upon what choices we are making. If we are selecting a product, that’s one thing. If we are deciding which teacher we will have for a course or who we will marry, that’s something yet again. However, here are some key sources of information: 

· Your opinion based on your own experience. 

· Consumer reports and online reviews

· Opinions of other people you know. 
One simple but useful tool is to make a comparison chart among options. To do this, consider and list the attributes regarding a choice that are important. If you are buying a camera, your research will have helped you identify various features that current cameras have. You can then compare cameras regarding the options they have. This will help you select. Also note that for products like cameras such comparison charts will often be available in product reviews. 

The process is similar for any choice a student may make. If he is considering who to ask out on a date, he can list what he most hopes for in someone he’d like to take out and compare the people he is considering. If she is deciding which club to join, she can also list interests and what she’d like to get out of a club, and then make comparisons. Doing this also helps students think more clearly about what they want and what various options may have to offer. 
Make a decision  We all get better at making choices as we get more experience. As we have life experiences that broaden our understanding, interests, and knowledge, we gradually know better what we want and like. Sometimes it’s hard to make a decision, particularly if the stakes are high for making a good choice. Deciding to get married, to buy a house or car, to go to college, to accept a job offer. These are important decisions and sometimes we just get scared. So will your students. They often need support and encouragement to talk through their concerns and to help them have the courage to move ahead. 

How do we make choices? For most of us, choice-making is an interesting and complex interplay between rationale processes and other, more subjective processes. The steps above are rational processes. We identify, evaluate, and compare options and then make a choice as to what is best. However, other processes can come into play. We take our best guess or follow our intuition and instincts. Some rely on spiritual guidance through prayer and meditation. Many people also rely on the input and advice of others to help them consider the best possible choice. 

You can be an important source of input to help students think about their choices if they trust you as will other trusted people in student’s lives. This is also where a formal circle of support and person-centered planning can be very powerful (see chapters 5 and 7). The key is to make way for the student in being able to carry through on a choice they make.
Gain support from others for the decision Sometimes a choice we make may impact the lives of other people and it’s important to involve them in considering the choice, at minimum giving them input into the choice that we are making. This is an important social skill to help students learn as they make choices. Students may need help in knowing how to present their options and the choice they want to make to others. When students are being supported by others in making decisions, individually or as part of a circle of support, this process happens naturally. 
Implement the decision  Finally, the decision is implemented. This might mean purchasing a product or signing up for a class or taking a job or asking someone to marry us! Students may need assistance and support in putting a choice into operation. Later chapters in this book will discuss various aspects of adult life with students – high school programs, relationships, employment, home living, postsecondary education, etc. In those chapters we will explore in greater detail options, supports, and implementation of decisions to move a particular direction. 
Provide support for student experiences in making choices

Learning skills about making choices, of course, is not enough. Students need support in actually making choices, setting a direction for their lives, and advocating for themselves. Adults need to carefully listen and help students move directions that they indicate. Supporting students in actually moving forward will require, sometimes, that you take personal risks to help a student pursue a non-conventional goal. You will find many ways to support your students in making choices, which culminate in setting a direction for their lives. Figure 2-3 provides a listing of some ways we can help support students in making choices. Some individuals, of course, need more support and parameters established to assure their safety than others. The need for support, however, does not mean that individuals cannot make choice and set the directions for their lives. It does mean they need more assistance in doing so.

Figure 2-2

Support for Choice-making

What about students who have severe limitations in their abilities to communicate?
What do you do if the student has very limited abilities to communicate or make decisions? Can they still make choices? If so, how? Almost all students have some ways of communicating what they like and do not. If they have a reliable way of communicating “Yes” and “No”, whether through words or signs or pointing to symbols, then you or others can ask them questions about their preferences. Even if students cannot do this, they will have ways of indicating preferences through sounds and facial expressions. Here are some strategies for understanding interests, desired, and choices: 

· Talk with parents of the student about interests, likes, and dislikes of the student

· Talk with others who know the student well – siblings, other students, peer mentors

· Provide rich experiences and observe the student’s reactions yourself (we’ll talk more about this in the next chapter) 

Note that the more people who know the student well in different situations, the more accurate and full will be the understanding of the student’s interests and preferences. The more the student is involved in a range of school and community experiences, the more understanding you have of the student. A circle of support brings many people together who know the student well where they can share their perceptions. 

Deal with difficulties in choice-making

Difficult issues do sometimes arise in choice-making. Some adults, for example, are not prepared to allow choices. We all know teachers and parents who have such needs for control, so much fear, that they attempt to severely restrict choices and options. These adults often produce either angry, rebelling young people who seek to push aside restrictions or compliant, obedient individuals who can make no decision without direction from someone else. Obviously, both of these outcomes are not particularly good. 

There is also an ongoing and natural tension between student choice-making, providing support, and insuring the safety and well-being. For example, if a young child wants to play in the street, teachers and parents do not let the child do this. However, an effective teacher or parent will always explain the reason behind parameters and controls. The message is not “because I said so” but because there are important reasons. Proving information about restrictions and parameters helps students understand how to use information to make decisions. 

In addition, students and adults may simply disagree. Such disagreements can become contentious, for example when a teenager wants to dress in a way that the school does not favor. As another example, a student may wish to get a job and live on his own. His parent, perhaps out of fear for his well-being, doesn’t want him to do this. Both reflect legitimate needs. There are no easy solutions to such disagreements. 

Adults need to look carefully at the restrictions put on choices. These should be based on clear needs to assure the health, safety and well-being of the student and should not be based on personal biases or tastes. One key is to negotiate and find common ground. Likely, the parent truly would like for the student to have a job, even live on his own. But she is afraid. Likewise, the student also wants to be safe. If these common goals can be identified then strategies can be developed to work to assure that both happens.
Reflection 2.3 Make a chart for two school subjects. On the left column put the steps in making a choice. On the top row put 4 key areas of choice-making. For each of these two subjects, identify lessons that fit your school curriculum requirements that could also engage students in exploring choices they want to make for their lives. 

Self-determination

Self-determination involves setting a direction for our life, taking responsibility to move ahead on a journey towards goals we set. Self-determination involves numerous choices that fall together in a coherent and meaningful pattern. However, while choices most often involve selecting from a set of pre-existing options, in self-determination we are often set a new path and create new options that do not now exist. 

Where do life directions come from? How do you get started? As with making specific choices, setting the direction of one’s life is more an art than a science. While we make use of many rational tools, the fact is that most of us set the directions of our lives based upon a sense inside ourselves that we don’t exactly understand. So it will be for your students. Some common sources of life directions include the following: 

· Influences of friends and people we know and admire 

· A sense of calling to make a difference (for some people this includes a literal spiritual calling and sense of guidance)

· Deep desires to pursue a direction, an interest, or a passion

These are positive influences. It’s also true that some people set their directions influenced by negative feelings and emotions. When this happens, their lives are often restricted and their quality of life reduced. Such negative influences include: 

· Fear – of failure, ridicule, harm (and more)

· Desires to follow the directives or expectations of others in our lives (parents, family, and others)

These potentially negative influences, of course, can also have positive impacts if kept in perspective. Avoiding failure, ridicule, and harm are good, as long as fear of these happening does not hold students back from pursuing interests and dreams. Similarly, having important people in our life respect and support students is also important. Yet, it is important for them to hear their own calling. Helping your students set positive directions and deal with barriers and forces that hold them back will be important. 

A key is to understand oneself, being aware of these directions to which we are called. Self-determination, in this sense, is less about what I want for myself, in a very individualistic manner. Rather, most fundamentally, self-determination seeks to answer the question: “Why am I here? What difference am I called to make in the world? What is my place?” Having this sense is a very basic need of human beings. All those typical desires of career, life partners, a nice place to live all build on this fundamental foundation of a deep sense of place in the world. Your aim in working with students is to make way for them in moving a direction in their lives based on your best understanding of their interests, desires, goals and sense of purpose. You don’t have to have all the details worked out. Your job is to provide students rich experiences, listen, observe, and help students move in the direction they set. 

The direction students select also doesn’t have to make sense to us. In fact, often times it simply won’t. You may feel a certain direction is just unrealistic, that there is no way the student can be successful. However, we all have goals that may or may not be able to be achieved. Yet, much is gained by pursuing a direction and dream. It’s what true quality of life is about – pursuing our best destiny. It’s not any different for your students. 

Reflection 2.4 Think about your own life direction. What would you like to see happen? Make a few notes. Now consider this question: “Why have I chosen to move these directions? What influenced me? What continues to influence me?” 

What are key life decisions? Creating dreams for the future

So how can you help make way for your students in a life direction? Below is a listing of key decisions that all human beings make in setting direction for their lives? These are a good place to start. 

· Sense of purpose? What are key themes and areas of focus that attract the student? How can these be pursued? 

· What impact in the world and community might students seek?

· Where might they like to live?

· With whom? 

· What job and career path would they like to pursue? What interests and passions do they have that might have implications for a career? 

· Friendships and other relationships?

· Significant, intimate relationships, a life partner?

· Fun activities?

· Taking care of oneself?

Support self-determination through genuine experiences, not abstract skills 

The most powerful way to help students be self-determined is by supporting them in moving ahead. Remember the story of Micah in the first part of this chapter? He said to his parents in the 3rd grade, “I want to go in the same door at school as all my friends”. His parents and a few educators listened and sought for Micah opportunity to be included in general education classes. That one decision opened up numerous opportunities for Micah in the coming years that have helped to clarify his life direction. So you can do for your students. Pay attention and then act to help them move ahead. It’s the essence of making way. 

As you work to support students in self-determination you’ll discover a growing number of curriculum materials that have been developed whose purpose is to help students develop self-determination skills. On the one hand, helping students consider their life directions and improving their skills in this regard is a good thing. However, the key question is: “How does this best occur?” Carefully using these materials can be useful if they are integrated into moving forward in functional decisions. However, some curricula promote a traditional instructional model. They begin with tools to assess student self-determination skills. Lessons for teaching such skills are then provided that teachers can use to help remediate student deficits. 

There are important problems with this approach. First, this approach is based on a learning model that says that you first learn skills and then you apply them. This separates skill learning from life. Another learning model says that people learn best when skills are learned through authentic experiences. For example, over the years Micah (story above) came to be a very self-determined person becoming clearer what direction he has wanted to pursue in his life. However, Micah never had one classroom lesson on self-determination skills. Rather he was supported in moving in the direction he was able to envision. He learned skills, understanding, and clarity along the way. Secondly, this approach puts the problem of self-determination within the person rather than on the supporting conditions around the student. However, as we can again see in the example with Micah, the support, guidance and encouragement of adults for self-determination and acting is key. Teaching students all the skills in the world will never make a difference if they are not supported and are not involved in actually making real decisions! 

Reflection 2.5 Review the list of key life decisions above. How might you involve students in thinking about their dreams related to these life decisions? 
Putting students at the center of directing services that support them

To support student self-determination, they must have an influence on how services are structured to support them. One way to do this is to help students learn how to lead their IEPs and transition planning meetings People with disabilities in the self-advocacy movement have, in recent years, articulated a very important statement: nothing about me without me. In chapter 9 we provide detailed suggestions for ways that students can take a leadership, rather than passive role, in their IEP and transition plan meetings. 

In adult human services, important shifts are occurring in innovative states and agencies that help support the self-determination of students. Typically funds for human services are provided to agencies who develop programs to provide services. Essentially, the message is: “Here’s what we offer. Take it or leave it.” Individualized human service budgets turn this all around. In this model, agencies provide funds directly to the person with support by agency personnel and members of the person’s circle of support. The individual can then purchase services and actually interview and hire people to help him.  A related effort is the growing establishment of micro-boards that involve the organization of a non-profit organization whose sole purpose is to provide support for one individual. Both of these efforts structure organizations to use resources to support self-determination. These will be discussed in greater depth in chapter eight and nine.

Self-advocacy

Self-advocacy involves students taking steps to get what they want for their lives, to obtain needed supports and assistance. Sometimes self-advocacy will also involve overcoming barriers that limit or impede the choices and the direction aim to set for their lives. While self-determination sets a direction, in self-advocacy students work to make sure they are supported in moving ahead. 

The 4 P’s of self-advocacy

In self-advocacy, a careful balance is needed between confrontation and gentle actions based on developing trusting relationships with others. Self-advocates and those who advocate on the behalf of others find that they are most successful when they work hard to develop positive relationships with people in positions that can help them. Liz Bauer, a parent of an individual with a significant disability who directed the Michigan Protection and Advocacy agency for some 20 years has suggested four guidelines for advocates, what she calls the “4 P’s”. They are: 

1. Plan Students need a plan that is based on their personal goals and identifies supports, services and types of assistance that they need. The plan should also include ideas for how this assistance can be obtained. 
2. Positive Self-advocates need to pursue their goals with a positive attitude. They are positive as they interact with others. 
3. Persistent  However, advocates also must be persistent. 
4. Polite Being polite and respectful to others is key, even if there are substantive disagreements. 
Help students gain information they need for self-advocacy

If students are to advocate for themselves they need both information and support. To advocate for themselves effectively students need information about: 

· Themselves – their disability, needs, support strategies

· Organizations – people who make decisions and can provide support

· Support – how they can get help and support in self-advocacy

· Laws and regulations that support self-advocacy

Understand oneself Students should understand their disability, understand reactions that others may have to their disability, and learn strategies for responding to others. Too often students have literally no understanding that they have a disability label attached to their name. Some years ago, I was teaching a group of individuals who had been labeled as having a cognitive disability (then called mental retardation). I asked them if they knew they were considered mentally retarded. Each student said, “No, I am not.” They knew people to be called mentally retarded as those whose disabilities were much more severe than theirs. I then taught them what this term meant, how people often reacted, and how they should respond.  

Secondly, students need to be taught to understand strategies and support they need to be successful. Micah, for example shared at his IEP meeting information in a powerpoint presentation that said: 

· Communication: when you communicate with me it needs to be verbal or with pictures

· Reading: I can recognize many sight words. 

· Writing: I use the computer with programs that can help me write.

· Transportation: I do not drive.  I ask my parents first and then I ask my      
friends. 

· Money: I can use vending machines, my friends help me with money
Students going to postsecondary institutions can learn what strategies are most helpful to them and what areas cause them most difficulties. They can learn how to communicate this information to faculty members and to other students. Maggie, for example, was a student who had Down syndrome who went to a small private college. There was no disability support office on campus. However, she asked some assistance from other students explaining to them what type of help she needed. Both her high school teachers and parents helped her learn how to do this when she was still in public school. 

Understand organizations Students need to understand organizations, who is in charge, who can help make decisions, and how to talk with people to ask for help and support. You can help students understand and communicate. For example, if a student is going into postsecondary education, help her understand how faculty members function, the role of student services programs, their responsibilities as a student. Help them understand how to approach a faculty member and share their needs and ways the faculty member can be helpful. Similarly, if a student is receiving services from community mental health or vocational rehabilitation, you can help her understand the role of the case manager or the rehabilitation counselor and how to interact with them most effectively. 

Know how to get support  In all aspects of personal empowerment, your students will need periodic support. Help students understand their options for obtaining assistance and support. This will include support resources that are formal programs in adult human services agencies and postsecondary education, circles of support, mentorship programs. We’ll be discussing all of these in later chapters. 

Reflection 2.6 How might you help students engage in self-advocacy as you teach them? How might you help students learn how to advocate for the direction they set for their lives? 
Understand and use laws and regulations for self-advocacy

 Laws are important tools to use in advocacy by students themselves or on behalf of others. However, to use laws effectively, you need to know how they work. Interestingly, few educators know more about laws than what they learned in high school. Teach your students about how laws work so they can advocate for themselves. Figure 2-4 provides a brief description of keys laws for advocacy related to students with special needs. 

Figure 2-4

Key Laws for Self-advocacy

All laws of the federal government are published in the U.S. Code (http://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/). Laws are known both by a working title and a number. For example, P.L. 94-142 was known as the Educational for All Handicapped Children Act. The number has two parts: (1) the Congressional period in which the law was enacted and (2) a number that indicates the number of this bill. Thus, Public Law (P.L.) 94-142 was passed in the 94th Congress and was the 142nd bill passed in that session. 
Once a bill becomes law, an appropriate governmental department must write regulations describing how the law will be implemented. Thus, any bill regarding education will be sent to the U.S. Department of Education. Such regulations have the force of law. You need to know the regulations as well as the law.  Regulations are published in the Federal Register (See http://www.gpoaccess.gov/fr/index.html). Some laws also require that the state submit a state plan that describes how the state will implement the law.

In addition, federal departments often have responsibilities, spelled out in the legislation and regulations for monitoring and reporting on the impact of the law. As an example, the Office of Special Education Programs of the U.S. Department of Education published in 2006 a report on 30 years of implementation of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act. The General Accounting Office (GAO) also makes periodic detailed reports. 

Testimony before Congress, as well as Congressional deliberations about a law, are recorded in the Congressional Record (http://www.gpoaccess.gov/crecord/index.html). As laws are implemented and court cases occur regarding a law, the Congressional Record is often studied to assist in determining “Congressional intent” regarding the provisions of a law. 

As Congress considers renewing a law, typically referred to as “reauthorizing” a law, the process is often highly political as groups with different viewpoints seek to influence legislators. Keeping abreast of changes in the law and trends in Congress during the reauthorization process provides one of many points in which laws may be influenced. 

While the process of passing a law and developing a law is critical, the meaning of laws is also interpreted based on litigation or law suits. Decisions by courts form an ongoing record of interpretation of the law. 

What does all this mean in practice? Bottom line, you can help students and their advocates use information about laws in two ways: (1) know what they can ask for legally (eg. what the law says); and (2) how laws can be the basis of lawsuits when amicable agreements cannot be developed. Lawsuits are an important part of our system. However, they are very expensive and typically take long, often many years, to reach a conclusion. So your goal is to help students and those who advocate on their behalf to use an understanding of law to develop mutually agreeable solutions to issues.

Towards that end, you first want to obtain sources to get copies of laws and summaries of their key features. Many online resources are available that provide copies of laws and regulations themselves as well as summaries and analyses. Use this information to gain an understanding of laws. Then help your students understand what the law says. You can incorporate such information into many classes or run special after-school workshops for students and their parents. Additionally, many local workshops are available. 

Resources for self-advocacy 
Many resources are available to help you in working with students in self-advocacy. These provide much more detailed information regarding some of the ideas and strategies in this chapter. Do a Google search online and you’ll find many or look at links on the website for this book. In addition, you should know that in the United States federal funds are provided for Protection and Advocacy agencies that provide legal advocacy for individuals with disabilities. These organizations also often provide training materials and workshops for self-advocacy. For more information, contact the National Association of Protection and Advocacy Services (NPAS) (Go to http://www.napas.org/). An organization called Self-Advocates Becoming Empowered (SABE) also has useful resources (http://www.sabeusa.org/)
Leadership for Citizen Action

Leaders in self-determination and self-advocacy have always had two interactive focal points: (1) personal empowerment of specific individuals; and (2) working as a citizen to change community capacity, policy, and service systems to better meet the needs of individuals. Personal empowerment is not about unbridled individualism. Personal empowerment does not mean promoting individual interests at the expense of others. With personal empowerment comes a responsibility to other individuals and the larger community. 

Throughout the world, a growing movement is seeking to strengthen citizenship by helping youth develop citizenship skills and make impacts in their communities. Figure 2-5 below describes a range of options in which students are engaged in citizenship activities that move from tokenism to genuine engagement. It is interesting to note that, while the focus here is on involving youth in community change activities, these same terms and ideas can be applied directly to how personal empowerment is or is not supported. In both types of situations, students may be manipulated, told they have choices or input into action on an issue when this is not the case. Students also might be assigned tasks but given no information. On a personal level, students might be given choices but given little to no information regarding how to evaluate the choices. Moving towards real empowerment and citizenship, students and adults work together to collaboratively make decisions. At best, youth take initiative with support and mentoring by adults.  

Figure 2-5

From Tokenism To Empowerment and Citizenship

Types of citizen action 

Students may be involved in work to make a difference in their schools and communities in many different ways. These include the following:

· Attending an IEP or transition planning meeting with another student to provide them support 

· Joining local networks and organizations who are working for change in school, community, and adult human service agencies

· Making presentations about their school and transition experiences in conferences to share lessons learned and images of new life possibilities

· Organizing and participating in protests against segregated and unjust educational programs. 

· Testifying at hearings for local to international organizations – local school boards, state education or human services agencies, national legislature, United Nations 

· Participating in advocacy events to influence policy at state, national, and international levels

Students with special needs have been involved in all of these types of efforts and more. 

You can be constantly looking for opportunities for your students to be involved in making a difference. There is no doubt that when a student, for example, presents at a national conference and receives a standing ovation for being a pioneer in new life opportunities that they do make a difference. However, such an event does wonders for self-confidence and encouragement for personal empowerment. 

Programs to develop leadership for advocacy and citizen action 

Self-determination and self-advocacy is an international movement aimed at enhancing the quality of life and community inclusion of people with disabilities. A growing number of programs and initiatives are being developed to provide leadership opportunities for all youth. In addition, numerous efforts are specifically targeted to students with special needs. Here are a few examples. 

Youth leadership initiatives  Numerous programs and initiatives throughout the world are aiming to engage youth in developing community and policy advocacy skills and to be involved in dealing with problematic issues in their communities. For example, the Youth Leadership Initiative of the University of Virginia’s Center for Politics (http://www.centerforpolitics.org/programs/yli.htm) is a United States initiative that has involved some one million students since 1999. Students with special needs can participate in these programs.

People First organizations are self-advocacy, self-help organizations run by and for people with developmental disabilities with support.  People First was begun in Oregon, USA, in 1974 at a conference attended by many people who had been residents of Oregon’s institution for people with cognitive disabilities. One participant, Judy Cunio, said, “We are people first. Our disabilities are second”. People First organizations seek to help individuals speak up and make decisions for themselves, connect with other people with disabilities, provide mutual support, and engage in community projects and conferences. 

Kids As Self Advocates (KASA) is a project designed to help “young people with disabilities will have control over their own lives and futures. We help this happen by teaching youth about their rights, giving peer support and training, and changing the systems that affect our lives to include us” (http://www.fvkasa.org/). Micah, who you met at the beginning of this chapter, is on the Board of KASA. 
Partners in Policymaking is a program, begun in 1987 by the Minnesota Governor's Council on Developmental Disabilities, to teach parents and self-advocates how to advocate for a change in the way people with disabilities “are supported, viewed, taught, live and work” (http://www.partnersinpolicymaking.com/). This program has been operated in numerous locations training people with disabilities and parents who then become involved in policy advocacy at local, state, national, and international levels. 
Disability Pride Parade In 2004 in Chicago, Illinois, USA, the first Disability Pride Parade was held. The aim was to “to organize a fully inclusive, annual event that will celebrate and strengthen the pride, power, and unity of people with disabilities, our families, and allies; and

to generate national visibility of the Disability community”. This parade has been held yearly since 2004. Attendees report that the event is a powerful antidote to the message that people should be ashamed of their disability. (See http://www.disabilityprideparade.com/whypride.php). You might encourage your students to attend this parade, help them raise funds for this purpose. Better yet, work with local self-advocates to organize a parade in your area. 
Community capacity initiatives Many initiatives are being developed in countries throughout the world that link the personal empowerment of individuals with initiatives to strengthen community intent and capacity to create inclusive schools and communities where all people with special needs have a place and voice. One such initiative is Building an Inclusive and Accessible Canada (http://www.endexclusion.ca/english/index.asp). 

On the Road

Supporting Personal Empowerment of Students 

The beginning and end of helping students with special needs move towards a quality of life is personal empowerment, helping them make choices, set life directions, and advocate for themselves. In this chapter we’ve introduced these components of personal empowerment. To apply these ideas, consider the following reflective activity. 
Reflection 2.9 Conduct an analysis of educational programs in your school for students with and without special needs. What opportunities are provided for choice-making, self-determination and self-advocacy. What needs to be improved? What might you and your colleagues do to strengthen personal empowerment in your school? 
Figure 2-1

Some Types of Choices

	Category
	Example

	Daily life 
	Clothes to wear

Food to eat

Entertainment (eg. movies to watch)

Household chores and repairs 

	Hobbies and recreation
	Sports to play (basketball, golf)

Clubs to join (boy scouts, rotary club)

Instruments to play, songs to sing

Games to play (or not)

	Relationships 
	Activities with the family

Friends

Life partner

	School 
	Goals and supports in an I.E.P. 

Projects to do in the class

Subjects to pursue as part of the class curriculum 

Classes to take

	Work 
	Jobs for which to apply

Career path

	Home 
	Where and with whom to live

Type of living situation (eg. apartment, condo, home, etc.)

Financing options

	Finances 
	Which bank to use

Savings and investment plans and options

	Medical care 
	What doctor to use

Whether to have surgery

	Public life 
	Who to vote for

Advocacy groups to join
Issues about which to work to solve 


Figure 2-2

Support for Choice-making

	Category 
	Examples

	Identify options
	Structure choice options: “There are two weekend trips that the youth group at church is sponsoring. Would you like to go? Which one?”

Discuss options for attending college.  

	Compare and evaluate different options
	Provide information in accessible format: Get books on tape or books with many photographs. 

	Make a decision
	Discuss the various steps of choice-making regarding an issue with them. Eg. Options for attending college. Help them gather information through visits to the schools and talking with other students and parents. 

Share discussions regarding important life decisions: eg. as you consider buying a house, share with students where you are looking, how you are gathering information. Have them suggest ideas to you.

	Gain support from others for the decision
	Give funds to use in accessing a choice: eg. fees to participate in a soccer league; tuition and other college costs.

	Implement the decision
	Be present to support a choice: eg. take to soccer game and watch her play. 




 Figure 2-3

Key Laws for Self-advocacy

	Law 
	Description
	Administering Agency

	Civil Rights Act of 1964


	People can not be discriminated against based on race, color, religion, sex or national origin.
	Office of Civil Rights (OCR) and the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC)

	Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973  (P.L. 93-112)
	Discrimination is prohibited on the basis of disability in programs receiving federal aid for “Qualified” handicapped persons. Programs must be accessible to persons with disabilities. Reasonable accommodations are required for access to service programs and employment
	Office for Civil Rights, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services

	Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)
	When hiring employees, businesses cannot discriminate on the basis of disability and can consider disability only related to abilities to perform essential functions of a job with reasonable accommodations. However, such accommodations cannot pose an “undue hardship” involving significant difficulty or expense. The ADA apples to all public services in communities including public programs as public schools, mental health services, and welfare programs and privately owned services such as businesses and offices open to the public. Thee ADA also requires access in telecommunications and transportation.
	U.S. Department of Justice

	IDEA (Individuals with Disabilities Education Act)


	All students with disabilities must be educated in public schools in the least restrictive environment (LRE) with needed ancillary supports and services. An Individual Education Program (IEP) will be developed for each student to focus on their individual needs. Schools must develop transition plans to facilitate movement from school to adult life. 
	U.S. Department of Education
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Figure 2-4


From Tokenism


To Empowerment and Citizenship





Youth initiated with mentoring by adults


Youth initiated with little adult involvement


Shared decisions with adults


Youth consulted & informed


Youth assigned but not informed
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Ladder Of Effectiveness


Roger Hart, 1997 UNICEF
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