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Purpose: The purpose of this study was to investigate advocacy engagement
and self-efficacy of school-based speech-language pathologists (SLPs) and
their perceptions of key issues in education and challenges to advocacy.
Method: A 75-item survey was used to solicit information about advocacy-
related experiences of 194 school-based SLPs. The survey included subsec-
tions on advocacy engagement, identity, training, and self-efficacy and solicited
open-ended responses regarding perceived issues and hindrances.
Results: Results demonstrated low percentages of respondents had received
training in advocacy (15%) and participated in an event (14%). A high percent-
age of respondents (45%) reported feeling ill-equipped to advocate but viewed
their role as advocates to be important. Overall, respondents self-rated as mod-
erately efficacious advocates. Age and perceived advocacy importance were
significant predictors of self-efficacy. Frequently cited issues in education
included lack of resources and support for educators and students, teachers’
rights, and mental health. Common challenges to advocacy included time con-
straints, lack of knowledge and support, and fear of retaliation.
Conclusions: Based on reported challenges to advocacy, more research is
necessary to further investigate the extent these factors influence engagement
and self-efficacy. As SLPs in this study viewed their advocacy role to be impor-
tant but perceived themselves to be unprepared, additional training and profes-
sional development opportunities could support the degree to which SLPs
engage in advocacy and perceive themselves to be effective advocates.
Supplemental Material: https://doi.org/10.23641/asha.19111532
Speech-language pathologists (SLPs) in public schools
face multiple challenges (e.g., T. L. Hutchins et al., 2010).
Researchers and practitioners have identified a number of
complex problems, including workload issues (Dowden
et al., 2006; Kalkhoff & Collins, 2012; Katz et al., 2010),
lack of resources for supporting evidence-based practice
(EBP) implementation (Hoffman et al., 2013), inadequate
time dedicated to specialized services (Fallon & Katz, 2008),
funds for services and programs (Iafrate-Bellini et al., 2010),
variability in how the law is interpreted (Farquharson &
Boldini, 2018), and, more recently, interruptions of services
due to COVID-19 (Tambyraja et al., 2021).
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In response to the complex challenges reported by
SLPs, the American Speech-Language-Hearing Association
(ASHA) has encouraged SLPs to engage in advocacy.
According to ASHA’s (2016) Scope of Practice in Speech-
Language Pathology, advocacy and outreach is classified
as one of five domains of professional practice that go
beyond clinical practice. SLPs advocate for the profession
and individuals across the life span to promote and facili-
tate access to communication and reduce societal, cultural,
and linguistic barriers (ASHA, 2016). The importance of
advocacy is also highlighted in ASHA’s annual public pol-
icy agenda, which identifies top public policy priorities in
the fields of audiology and speech-language pathology,
including issues impacting schools and students (ASHA,
2021a). Beyond direct service provision, SLPs are also
charged with leadership activities such as student advocacy,
mentorship to colleagues, parent training and support,
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translating research to practice, and participating in research
opportunities to advance the state of the practice (ASHA,
2010). However, the extent to which school-based SLPs
engage in advocacy and perceive themselves as effective
advocates has not been widely studied.

Significance of Advocacy

What Is Advocacy?
Advocacy is defined as “an activity in which one or

more individuals actively work toward the betterment of
people, living things, and the physical world” (Beacham &
Shambaugh, 2007, p. 316), and Sosin and Caulum (1983)
define an advocate as “one who argues for, defends, main-
tains, or recommends, a cause or proposal, or one who
pleas the cause of another” (p. 12). Advocacy occurs at
various levels of local, state, and federal government, as
well as in the classroom. Although advocacy engagement
has been understudied in communication science and disor-
ders (CSD), scholars in the field of social work have identi-
fied four types of advocacy: client (or student), cause, legis-
lative, and administrative (e.g., Schneider & Lester, 2001).
All four types of advocacy exist under the broad category
of policy advocacy, or efforts to change policies or prac-
tices on behalf of or with specific persons or groups (Ezell,
2001), and embrace different approaches and tactics
(Moseley, 2013). For simplicity, the term advocacy is used
here interchangeably with policy advocacy as school-based
SLPs may engage in all four types of advocacy.

Advocacy consists of a broad collection of activities,
including communication with elected officials regarding
key topics in education, sharing messages through social
media, and participating in informative workshops. Oppor-
tunities exist for students and professionals of CSD through
ASHA’s Virtual Advocacy Day where members can sup-
port ASHA’s efforts by sending prewritten messages to
members of Congress or by sharing materials on social
media (ASHA, 2021a). Efforts can extend beyond the vir-
tual realm with in-person events, such as ASHA’s Annual
Capitol Hill Day and Student Hill Day (e.g., National Stu-
dent Speech-Language-Hearing Association [NSSLHA]), or
various state association advocacy days. Recent efforts by
ASHA and its members have increased funding for the Indi-
viduals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), the Early
Hearing Detection and Intervention program, and CSD and
rehabilitation research (ASHA, 2021b). School-based SLPs
can also influence policy through membership in national or
state teacher unions. In fact, union negotiations with state
legislators have resulted in reduced caseloads and caseload
caps for SLPs (e.g., Iafrate-Bellini, 2000).

Why Is Advocacy Important?
Engagement in advocacy is important to lead to sys-

tems change. Addressing complex challenges such as
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overwhelming caseloads and documentation may require
targeted advocacy engagement as these policies are typi-
cally developed at the state and district levels (U.S.
Department of Education, n.d.). However, federal legisla-
tions such as IDEA ensure children with disabilities, including
students with communication disorders, receive a free, appro-
priate public education (FAPE). For example, ASHA’s Take
Action initiative is designed to help SLPs advocate for
additional funding for Part B and Part C of IDEA to
ensure FAPE requirements and reduce excessive paperwork
(ASHA, 2021c). Importantly, education policies affect edu-
cation professionals, students, and their families, which fur-
ther necessitates that the voices of SLPs are represented
throughout the stages of policymaking.

Individuals who create or influence education policy
typically have no background or experience in education
(Fisher & Miller, 2021). For most educators, very little
participation occurs in the context of influence where edu-
cation policy problems, agendas, and discourses are
formed (Good, 2018). Many researchers have highlighted
a disconnect between education policy design, advocacy
engagement, and educators (e.g., Cowen & Strunk, 2014;
Darling-Hammond, 2010; Henig & Stone, 2008). How-
ever, little is known about the perceptions of SLPs as
effective advocates in the public education system.

Sufficient advocacy knowledge and skill is required
to perform the roles and responsibilities of school-based
SLPs (ASHA, 2016). Understanding the perceived issues
in education and challenges to advocacy for SLPs is criti-
cal not only to facilitate positive student outcomes but
also to aid with SLP retention efforts (e.g., Farquharson
et al., 2020). National statistics data from the U.S. Bureau
of Labor Statistics indicate that there is a severe shortage
of school-based SLPs and that job openings for SLPs are
expected to increase through the year 2028 by 27%
(ASHA, 2020c). The gap in supply and demand, coupled
with a high turnover rate attributable to dissatisfaction in
the workplace (Edgar & Rosa-Lugo, 2007), provides addi-
tional support for the need for further study of advocacy
engagement by school-based SLPs. Although there is a
dearth of research describing advocacy by school-based
SLPs, one plausible explanation is that engagement in
advocacy is motivated by both reactive motivations and
proactive efforts. For example, it is possible that SLPs
may engage in advocacy as a reaction to incongruities
between best practice and actual practice, incompliance
with federal or state mandates, or high workload.

Influencing Factors

There are multiple factors that are likely to influence
the extent to which SLPs may engage in advocacy. For
the purposes of the current investigation, we will focus on
self-efficacy and systemic challenges.
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Self-Efficacy
Self-efficacy refers to an individual’s belief in their

own ability to successfully engage in a task (Bandura,
1977). Self-efficacy has strong relations with one’s work-
related coping skills (Chang et al., 2012; Troesch &
Bauer, 2017), job satisfaction (Song & Yang, 2016), and
confidence with clinical tasks (Pasupathy & Bogschutz,
2013). Individuals with high self-efficacy often have high
levels of optimism (Hobfoll, 2001). As such, we anticipate
that self-efficacy may influence the extent to which SLPs
engage in advocacy opportunities. For instance, it is plau-
sible that SLPs who have high self-efficacy and therefore
high levels of optimism suspect that their advocacy efforts
will bear fruit. Although advocacy can be challenging
across community, stakeholder, and systemic levels, an
individual with high self-efficacy may view these less as
challenges and more as opportunities to improve practice
patterns and SLP visibility. Importantly, self-efficacy is
well established as a multidimensional construct (e.g.,
Bobbio & Manganelli, 2009; Hassan & Ibourk, 2021;
Murphy et al., 2001). As such and pursuant to the aims of
the present investigation, we use a multidomain self-
efficacy questionnaire to determine how self-efficacy may
influence both SLPs’ perception of advocacy importance,
as well as their advocacy engagement.

Systemic Challenges
Broader systemic challenges may also hinder advo-

cacy engagement for SLPs in school settings. An investiga-
tion by Brackenbury et al. (2008) examining the time,
effort, and resources necessary for SLPs to engage in
EBPs estimated that 3–7 hr are required for clinicians to
define a clinical research question, examine the relevant
evidence, and answer the research question. However,
studies continue to show that lack of time is the most
reported barrier to evidence-based implementation and
interprofessional collaborative practice for school-based
SLPs (e.g., Green et al., 2019; Hoffman et al., 2013;
Pfeiffer et al., 2019). These findings are more troubling as
SLPs in their clinical fellowships (CFs) reported a decline
in exposure to research and EBPs, even though exposure
to research and EBPs during the CF has been shown to
significantly predict the use of EBPs later in one’s career
(Zipoli & Kennedy, 2005).

In addition, high workloads create time constraints
that may complicate advocacy engagement and have
implications for SLP burnout and retention (Farquharson
et al., 2020; Ferney Harris et al., 2009; T. L. Hutchins
et al., 2010; Marante & Farquharson, 2021). According to
ASHA (2020a), the median monthly caseload size of
ASHA-certified, full-time, school-based SLPs was 47, with
elementary school clinicians servicing the highest median
caseload size (50). Geographically, Arizona (65), Texas
(65), and Florida (60) reported the highest caseload sizes
Downloaded from: https://pubs.asha.org ERIC on 05/03/2022, Term
in the country (ASHA, 2020a). Many SLPs perceive their
caseloads to be unmanageable (Katz et al., 2010) and have
seen an increase in unmanageable workload expectations
as a result of COVID-19 (Sylvan et al., 2020). It seems
plausible that these factors not only impact EBPs and
interprofessional collaboration but may also reduce the
likelihood of advocacy.

Existing Literature on Advocacy in Education

Few studies have examined efficacy of advocacy peda-
gogies in preservice teacher training programs. Massengale
et al. (2014) explored strategies to develop beliefs about
advocacy by providing undergraduate students with training
lessons aimed at fostering foundational advocacy knowl-
edge and skills. Participants engaged in an interactive lec-
ture, small group activities, focus groups addressing the
definition of advocacy and its phases, effective and ineffec-
tive strategies, and letter writing (Massengale et al., 2014).
Using a mixed-methods approach, investigators used quan-
titative and open-ended qualitative questions to measure
advocacy participation and beliefs as well as prior advo-
cacy experiences. Findings indicated a significant positive
correlation between individual advocacy experiences and
advocacy beliefs, suggesting that meaningful advocacy
training contributed to shifts in self-efficacy.

A small body of research explores two perspectives
of advocacy development for educators: teacher advocacy
(e.g., educator activism beyond the school) and teacher
leadership (e.g., educational leadership within the school;
Bradley-Levine, 2018). For example, Derrington and
Anderson (2020) investigated the perceptions and experi-
ences of 138 educators who participated in a year-long fel-
lowship to increase knowledge of educational policy and
advocacy. Following the fellowship, participants were
administered a survey, and responses were analyzed for
group differences (Derrington & Anderson, 2020). Though
associations between advocacy perceptions and years of
teaching experience were found to be nonsignificant,
descriptive analysis suggested that participants perceived
themselves as effective policy advocates at the local level
(e.g., peers, parents, and administration) but not at the
state level (e.g., state representatives).

Existing research suggests that advocacy training,
whether received before or after entering the workforce,
increases involvement and improves self-efficacy (e.g.,
Bond, 2016; Derrington & Anderson, 2020; Lyons et al.,
2015; Massengale et al., 2014). Conversely, barriers to
advocacy, such as lack of awareness of education policy
issues, limited resources and training opportunities, and
accessibility to state officials, inhibit clinicians from engag-
ing in advocacy (Heinowitz et al., 2012). Due to a paucity
in advocacy literature specific to the field of speech-
language pathology, additional research is needed to
Lugo et al.: Advocacy Engagement and Self-Efficacy 481
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Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the sample of speech-
language pathologists (n = 194).

Respondent characteristics n %

Sex
Female 182 93.8
Male 9 4.6
Nonbinary/third gender 1 0.5
Prefer not to say 2 1.0

Ethnicity
Hispanic or Latino 30 15.5
Not Hispanic or Latino 164 84.5

Race
African American/Black 11 5.7
Asian/Pacific Islander 1 0.5
White 167 86.1
Multiracial/biracial 10 5.2
Other 5 2.6

Highest degree earned
Bachelor’s 18 9.3
Master’s 168 86.6
PhD 3 1.5
EdD 1 0.5
Other 2 1.0

Grade levels served
understand what factors influence advocacy engagement
and self-efficacy of SLPs serving in the public schools.

Research Questions

Toward addressing existing gaps and adding to the
knowledge base of advocacy, this study aimed to address
the following research questions:

1. To what extent do school-based SLPs engage in
advocacy?

2. How do school-based SLPs perceive their prepared-
ness and self-efficacy of advocacy in education?

3. Do demographic characteristics (i.e., age and years
of experience), prior advocacy engagement, or per-
ceived level of advocacy importance predict self-
efficacy of school-based SLPs?

4. What are perceived issues in education requiring
advocacy and challenges to advocacy engagement
for school-based SLPs?
Elementary (prekindergarten to Grade 5) 153 78.9
Middle (Grades 6–8) 74 38.1
High (Grades 9–12) 45 23.2

Service delivery (2020–2021)
In-person 70 36.1
Virtual 14 7.2
Hybrid 93 47.9
Other 17 8.8

Note. Total for grade levels served exceeds 100% because many
SLPs indicated serving multiple grade levels.
Method

Data for this study were gathered as part of a larger
online survey study of advocacy engagement and self-
efficacy distributed widely across educational personnel in
the state of Florida. The project was approved by the univer-
sity human subjects committee (#00002054). Utilizing Qual-
trics, investigators invited educators currently employed in
Florida’s public schools (prekindergarten to Grade 12) to
participate in the study. The larger study included 8,809
consented educational personnel, including general educa-
tors, coaches, paraprofessionals, and SLPs. This study
focused on respondents who were SLPs (n = 194).

Participants

Participants were recruited using district-level public
records requests and an external research data request
from the Florida Department of Education (FLDOE) to
obtain instructional staff e-mails. Approximately 2,709
SLPs were invited to participate in the survey. A total
number of 194 SLPs opened the link and began the sur-
vey. Of those who opened the survey, 157 SLPs (81%)
completed the survey in its entirety. A precise response
rate could not be calculated, as some invitations failed to
reach intended recipients due to technological barriers.
Ultimately, there was no requirement to provide identify-
ing information as part of this study, and survey data
were stored on a password-protected university server to
ensure the privacy of participants.

Demographic data for participants are displayed in
Table 1. The majority of participants self-identified as
482 Language, Speech, and Hearing Services in Schools • Vol. 53 • 4

Downloaded from: https://pubs.asha.org ERIC on 05/03/2022, Term
White females and had an average age of 41.8 years
(SD = 12.6). On average, participants reported they had
worked in the schools for 14.1 years (SD = 11.3). The
majority of participants (86.6%) held a master’s degree,
and a small percentage (9.3%) reported attaining a bache-
lor’s degree or PhD/EdD (2%) as highest degree earned.
Participants reported working primarily with students in
the elementary grades (78.9%), with smaller percentages of
SLPs serving students in middle (38.1%) or high school
(23.2%). Due to adjustments in instruction during the
COVID-19 pandemic, participants were also asked to indi-
cate their primary method of service delivery for the
2020–2021 school year. The majority of participants pro-
vided hybrid instruction (in person and virtual instruction
simultaneously; 47.9%) compared to traditional in-person
(36.1%) or virtual (7.2%) instruction.

Survey Instrument

The survey included 75 Likert and open-ended ques-
tions aimed at exploring engagement and perceptions of
advocacy. The final survey items were informed by empir-
ical reports of influencing factors and challenges to advo-
cacy competence (e.g., Gartin et al., 2002; Heinowitz
79–493 • April 2022
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et al., 2012) and were adopted and modified from existing
surveys (e.g., Ratts & Ford, 2010). Specifically, the survey
included six sections described in detail below including
demographic questions, advocacy training history, advo-
cacy engagement history, advocate self-identification,
stakeholder engagement, and self-efficacy. For clarity, the
following definition of advocacy was provided to partici-
pants prior to and during the survey: an activity by an
individual or group that aims to influence decisions within
the education system and includes activities and publica-
tions that influence education policy, laws, and budgets by
using facts, relationships, the media, and messaging to
educate government officials and the public.

Demographic Questions
Twelve items were included to solicit information

about the characteristics of participants. These included
questions about biological sex, age, race and ethnicity,
highest level of education, certifications, years of practice,
and years served in current position. We also queried par-
ticipants regarding their current school district, grade
levels taught, and primary method of instructional deliv-
ery during the 2020–2021 school year (e.g., in person, vir-
tual, or hybrid).

Advocacy Training History
Six items were used to examine participants’ training

history in advocacy. Training in advocacy was defined for
participants as any formal or informal learning opportuni-
ties related to advocacy in education, such as coursework
or professional development. Participants were asked to
indicate if they participated in advocacy training (e.g., yes
or no) and if their school and school district provide advo-
cacy training (e.g., yes, no, or not sure). Participants who
indicated prior participation in advocacy training were
probed to share where they received advocacy training
(e.g., self-study, college or university, professional develop-
ment course, or professional conference). An additional
option (e.g., other) was provided as an open-ended text
entry for participants who received training outside the
presented options. Finally, questions regarding how many
trainings participants attended before and during the
2020–2021 academic year were presented with an open-
text numeric value entry.

Advocacy Engagement History
Six items were selected to measure participation in

advocacy events and activities. Advocacy events and activi-
ties were defined for participants as any gatherings related
to advocacy in education, such as advocacy workshops,
fundraisers, marches, or meetings with state and U.S. rep-
resentatives. Initially, participants were asked if they partic-
ipated in advocacy events (e.g., yes or no). Participants
who indicated participation were asked to share where they
Downloaded from: https://pubs.asha.org ERIC on 05/03/2022, Term
participated in advocacy events (e.g., school event, district
event, state event, national event, or virtual event). An
additional option (e.g., other) was provided as an open-
ended text entry for those who participated in events or
activities outside the presented options. The number of
events attended before and during the 2020–2021 school
year by participants was then measured with an open-text
numeric value entry. Lastly, two additional questions
allowed participants to specify the types of advocacy activi-
ties they engaged in during the two time periods (see Sup-
plemental Material S1 for full survey items).

Advocate Self-Identification
Nine items were used to explore participants’ advo-

cacy identity. Perceived importance and preparedness as an
advocate in education were measured with two questions:
“How do you view your current or potential role as an
advocate in education?” and “How well-equipped do you
feel to be an effective advocate?” Response options were
presented on a 1–5 scale for both questions (e.g., extremely
important to not at all important and extremely well to not
well at all, respectively). Five items, including three open-
ended questions, were used to elicit perceived issues in edu-
cation and challenges to advocacy engagement. The final
two items provided lists allowing participants to select pro-
spective advocacy activities and resources of interest that
could aid in future advocacy efforts.

Stakeholder Engagement
Twelve items were developed to gauge participants’

engagement and perceptions of support from fellow educa-
tion stakeholders. For the purpose of this section, the term
stakeholder referred to administrators, parents, teachers
(i.e., instructional staff, including SLPs), and students.
Stakeholders were represented on a spectrum based on per-
ceived distance, from the local and district levels to the
state and federal levels (e.g., students and parents, fellow
teachers, assistant principal and principal, school board
members and superintendent, FLDOE, and state and U.S.
representatives). Six items asked participants to indicate
how likely they were to communicate with education stake-
holders when advocating for key issues or topics in educa-
tion. Response options were presented on a 1–5 scale of
likeliness, including extremely likely, somewhat likely, nei-
ther likely nor unlikely, somewhat unlikely, and extremely
unlikely. These six items had a high internal consistency, as
measured by Cronbach’s alpha (α = .80). Participants were
then asked to rate their perceived sense of support across
stakeholder groups on a sliding scale from 1 (e.g., unsup-
ported) to 10 (e.g., highly supported; α = .82).

Self-Efficacy
Thirty items were adopted and modified from the

Advocacy Competencies Self-Assessment Survey (Ratts &
Lugo et al.: Advocacy Engagement and Self-Efficacy 483
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Ford, 2010). These items assessed to what extent partici-
pants assessed their own competence and effectiveness as
an advocate in education using a 1–5 scale (always, most
of the time, about half the time, sometimes, and never).
Self-assessment items were representative of six advocacy
domains: stakeholder empowerment (e.g., “It is difficult
for me to identify effective advocacy strategies and
resources”), community collaboration (e.g., “I alert com-
munity or school groups with concerns that I become
aware of through my work with students and fellow
teachers”), public information (e.g., “I am able to commu-
nicate in ways that are ethical and appropriate when tak-
ing issues in education public”), stakeholder advocacy
(e.g., “I am comfortable with negotiating for relevant ser-
vices on behalf of students”), systems advocacy (e.g., “I
am able to analyze the sources of political power and
social systems that influence student and teacher develop-
ment”), and social/political advocacy (e.g., “I lobby legis-
lators and policymakers to create change in the education
system”). Domain scores had a possible range between 5
and 25, and total score had a possible range between 30
and 150; with high scores indicating positive self-
perception of advocacy competence and effectiveness.
Cronbach’s alpha for the 30 advocacy self-efficacy items
was .92.

Procedure

Design of the Survey
After the initial development of survey items, the

items were distributed to an advisory committee of eight
reviewers who were asked to provide feedback and sugges-
tions for revisions. The advisory committee was composed
of diverse stakeholders, including teachers, SLPs, and edu-
cation researchers. The feedback form consisted of seven
questions that allowed members of the advisory committee
to review the general content for strengths and weak-
nesses, evaluate the organization of the survey items along
with the transitions, identify any unclear items, and make
suggestions for additional items that were important to
include. Finally, the reviewers were asked to rate the
length, clarity, and relevancy of the survey using a 5-point
scale.

Overall, reviewers reported that the survey items
were relevant and worded clearly. Reviewers indicated
that the topic of the survey was of increasing importance
and required further exploration. The length of the first
iteration of the survey (20 min) was identified as a weak-
ness. By removing redundant items, the estimated time of
completion was reduced to 18 min. Additionally, reviewers
highlighted a need to define terms related to advocacy to
maximize clarity. Thus, definitions with examples of advo-
cacy, advocacy training, and advocacy events were added
to the informed consent page and each respective section.
484 Language, Speech, and Hearing Services in Schools • Vol. 53 • 4
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Soliciting and Collecting Survey Responses
The survey was distributed via Qualtrics (Qualtrics,

2020). Distribution lists were created to track participation
during the distribution and collection period. The investiga-
tors sent a reminder invitation 1 month after the initial dis-
tribution of the survey to increase response rate (Dillman,
2000). The survey was open and available to participants
for a total of 3 months from March 2021 to June 2021.

Analyses
To address Research Questions 1 and 2, descriptive

statistics were used to describe the extent to which school-
based SLPs engage in advocacy, as well as their percep-
tions and self-efficacy of advocacy. For our third research
question, hierarchical regression analyses were used to
examine the unique and combined predictive effects of
demographic characteristics (i.e., age and years of experi-
ence), prior advocacy engagement, and perceived level of
advocacy importance on self-efficacy. Specifically, we
aimed to answer if prior advocacy engagement and per-
ceived advocacy importance significantly predict self-
efficacy, above and beyond age and years of experience.

Finally, we conducted a content and natural lan-
guage processing analyses of open-ended responses to identify
the major themes in perceived issues in education and chal-
lenges to advocacy engagement that were nominated by
respondents. First, free-text comments containing participant
responses were analyzed using Leximancer Version 4.5, a nat-
ural language software tool (Leximancer, 2020). The rationale
for the use of Leximancer was twofold: (a) to reduce coder
bias in identifying recurrent and repeated constructs and (b)
to leverage advanced text analytic methods to allow for the
identification of themes that goes beyond word counting. Fur-
ther support for the use of Leximancer was provided by find-
ings in the literature that compared software-aided thematic
analysis and manual concept and theme coding and substanti-
ated usability of Leximancer for the identification of themes
(Harwood et al., 2015). Consistent with standard procedures
for using Leximancer, an exploratory topic modeling analysis
was then conducted on the free-text comments using latent
Dirichlet allocation for the identification of probabilistic vec-
tors based on lists of words relevant to topic clusters. Next,
we reviewed text excerpts associated with each exploratory
topic cluster to identify themes based on the repetition, recur-
rence, and relative relevance of specific words to a topic clus-
ter or construct (Owen, 1984). The final constructs were then
visually represented in two figures using Leximancer.
Results

Advocacy Engagement
To answer the first research question, regarding the

extent to which school-based SLPs engage in advocacy,
79–493 • April 2022
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we first report descriptive statistics. When asked about the
availability of advocacy training at their school, most
respondents indicated that no advocacy training was
offered (n = 75 or 39%) or that they did not know if advo-
cacy training was offered (n = 91 or 47%). Similarly, in their
district, 78% of respondents reported no offerings or knowl-
edge of advocacy training opportunities. Of the 194 respon-
dents, only 15% reported that they have received training in
advocacy. For those who have received training, the average
number of trainings attended was 4.28 (SD = 4.95) and were
received primarily at professional development courses
(45%), through self-study (25%), and/or during their preser-
vice training (14%). Few respondents (n = 28 or 14%) also
reported that they have participated in an advocacy event.
The average number of events attended was 3.96 (SD =
3.97), with most attended events taking place at the school
(23%), district (30%), and/or state (20%) levels. Attending an
in-person or virtual advocacy event (19%), signing a petition
or open letter to a state or U.S. representative (18%), writing
a letter or e-mailing a state or U.S. representative (14%), and
participating in an informative advocacy workshop (13%)
were among the most popular advocacy activities reported
by respondents. Finally, when asked what tools would be
most helpful to support future advocacy efforts, respondents
selected online petitions (15%), easy access to contact infor-
mation for state and U.S. representative (15%), educational
sessions on specific advocacy topics or strategies (14%),
advocacy alert e-mails (12%), and materials to share with
colleagues about advocacy topics of interest (12%).

To describe responses related to stakeholder engage-
ment, means and standard deviations are reported in
Table 2. Respondents indicated that, when advocating for
key issues or topics in education, they are more likely to
communicate with fellow teachers than parents or school
administrators and least likely to communicate with dis-
trict administrators, state and U.S. representatives, or the
state department of education. Similarly, respondents
reported feeling the most supported by those within their
school (i.e., fellow teachers, school administrators, stu-
dents, and parents) compared to those outside their school
(i.e., school board and superintendent, FLDOE, and state
and U.S. representatives; see Figure 1).
Table 2. Distribution of responses on items related to stakeholder engage

When advocating for key issues
or topics in education, how likely
are you to communicate with: n M SD

Extreme
likely

Parents 170 2.65 1.19 16%
Fellow teachers 169 1.86 0.81 32%
Assistant principal and principal 169 2.70 1.15 14%
School board members and

superintendent
169 3.37 1.28 5%

Florida Department of Education 169 3.44 1.31 5%
State and U.S. representatives 169 3.14 1.39 10%
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Preparedness and Self-Efficacy
To answer the second research question, we exam-

ined SLPs responses to questions of their perceptions of
importance, preparedness, and self-efficacy of advocacy.
When asked to rate how important they view their current
or potential role as an advocate in education, the majority
of respondents indicated that they view their role as
“extremely important” or “very important” (n = 108 or
60%); 35% (n = 65) of respondents viewed their respective
advocacy role as “moderately” or “slightly important,”
and only 5% (n = 10) of respondents reported that their
role as an advocate was “not at all important.” When
asked how well-equipped (i.e., skills knowledge and
resources) they feel to be an effective advocate, most
respondents (n = 82 or 45%) reported “slightly well” to
“not well at all”; 31% (n = 57) reported “moderately
well,” whereas 24% (n = 43) reported “very well” to
“extremely well.”

Responses related to self-efficacy show moderate
perceived competence and effectiveness in the stakeholder
advocacy domain (M = 15.95, SD = 3.91) and the stake-
holder empowerment domain (M = 14.76, SD = 2.36).
Respondents expressed lower self-efficacy in their ability
to build local alliances and collaborate with the commu-
nity (community collaboration domain; M = 13.19, SD =
4.16). Furthermore, respondents perceived themselves to
be least efficacious in their ability to assess the require-
ments of larger systems advocacy (systems advocacy
domain; M = 11.95, SD = 4.36), engage in legislative
advocacy with legislators and policymakers (social/politi-
cal advocacy domain; M = 11.69, SD = 3.82), and com-
municate and/or disseminate information to the media
and the public (public information domain; M = 11.45,
SD = 3.55). Overall, respondents at large rated themselves
to be moderately efficacious as advocates in education
(M = 78.99, SD = 18.24). For an item-level breakdown of
responses, please see Supplemental Materials S1 and S2.

Predictors of Self-Efficacy
To address our third research question, which con-

sidered relations between demographic characteristics and
other potential predictors of self-efficacy in advocacy, we
ment.

ly Somewhat
likely

Neither likely
nor unlikely

Somewhat
unlikely

Extremely
unlikely

37% 21% 17% 9%
56% 7% 3% 2%
38% 19% 23% 6%
28% 18% 23% 26%

26% 20% 17% 32%
33% 17% 13% 27%
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Figure 1. Perceived level of support from education stakeholders.

Table 3. Zero-order correlations for measured advocacy variables.

Variable

Correlations

1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Self-efficacy
score

1 −.16* −.06 .04 .04 .37**

2. Age 1 .85** .14* .13 −.11
3. Years of

experience
1 .12 .09 −.05

4. Advocacy
training

1 .28** .07

5. Advocacy
event

1 .15*

6. Perceived
importance

1

*p < .05. **p < .001.
used hierarchical multiple regression. Specifically, we eval-
uated the extent to which prior advocacy engagement (i.e.,
training and event participation) and perceived level of
advocacy importance predict self-efficacy above and
beyond the variance in self-efficacy accounted for by a set
of demographic variables (i.e., age and years of experi-
ence). Preliminary analyses were conducted to ensure no
violation of the assumptions of normality, linearity, multi-
collinearity, and homoscedasticity were present. Age and
years of experience were entered at Step 1, explaining 5%
of the variance in self-efficacy. After entry of prior advo-
cacy engagement and perceived level of advocacy impor-
tance at Step 2, the total variance explained by the model
was 17%, F(5, 149) = 7.10, p < .001. Advocacy engage-
ment and perceived importance explained an additional
12% of the variance in self-efficacy after controlling for
age and years of experience, R2 change = .120, F change
(3, 149) = 8.33, p < .001. In the final model, only age and
perceived advocacy importance were statistically signifi-
cant with perceived advocacy importance recording a
higher semipartial correlation value (sr = .36, p < .001)
than age (sr = −.20, p = .015; see Tables 3 and 4).

Issues and Challenges
Finally, we examined the open-ended responses of

school-based SLPs to two questions: (a) What is the most
important issue or topic in education to advocate for right
now? (b) What is the most significant factor hindering
SLPs from engaging in advocacy?
486 Language, Speech, and Hearing Services in Schools • Vol. 53 • 4
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As visually represented in Figure 2, comments
regarding the most important issues or topics requiring
advocacy revealed four overarching themes of Teachers,
Education, Rights, and Health. The majority of comments
were strongly associated with the Teachers theme and
addressed an amalgamation of issues relevant to the suc-
cess of teachers and their efforts in the classroom. One
participant’s comment served as a prime example of the
multifaceted issues present in the Teachers theme, for
example, “Adequate RTI [response to intervention], train-
ing for instructional assistants that work with ESE [excep-
tional student education] students, retention of effective
workers/teachers, funding for ESE programs/resources,
79–493 • April 2022
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Table 4. Results of hierarchical multiple regression on predictors of self-efficacy.

Step and predictor variables B SE B β sr Change in R2 R2

Step 1 .05* .05
Constant 100.03 7.09
Age −0.72 0.24 −.50** −.23
Years of experience 0.62 0.27 .39* .18

Step 2 .12*** .17
Constant 73.30 8.68
Age −0.61 0.23 −.43** −.20
Years of experience 0.55 0.26 .35* .16
Advocacy engagement
Training 0.27 0.59 .04 .03
Event participation −0.02 0.65 .00 .00

Perceived advocacy importance 6.41 1.32 .37*** .36

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Figure 2. Thematic analysis of free-text responses for issues requiring advocacy in education. The circles depict themes in responses related to
perceived issues in education and challenges to advocacy engagement. Each word, depicted alongside a shaded circle, indicates a word that fre-
quently occurred in free-text responses. The size of the circle reflects the frequency of occurrence with larger circles indicating more frequently
occurring words or concepts than smaller circles.
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public awareness of teacher responsibilities, classroom
autonomy for effective teachers.” Similarly, comments in
the Education theme were closely related to comments in
the Teachers theme but focused primarily on issues of stu-
dent education and learning, for example, “Filling in the
gaps for students who are too low for general education
classes but too high in skill sets for self-contained classes,”
and “Funding for evidence-based programs.” Comments
about teacher rights, including caseload and pay, were
strongly associated with the Rights theme, for example,
“Pay, caseload size, responsibilities not able to be com-
pleted during work hours, amount of paperwork” and
“Teachers rights to remain healthy at the workplace.”
Finally, the Health theme included comments promoting
resources for social–emotional learning and mental health
for students and educators, for example, “Emotional and
mental health support for students and educators.”

Three overarching themes emerged from comments
regarding the most significant factors hindering SLPs from
engaging in advocacy: Time, Lack, and Retaliation (see
Figure 3). Overall, Time was the most significant chal-
lenge to advocacy for school-based SLPs. One participant
noted that “professional responsibilities do not allow time
Figure 3. Thematic analysis of free-text responses for challenges to advo
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for advocacy,” whereas another expressed that there is “so
much required of us already for our jobs, who has time to
do more?” A general lack of advocacy knowledge and
lack of support from administration represented most
comments in the Lack theme, for example, “Lack of
knowledge of advocacy opportunities as an education pro-
fessional.” Finally, comments in the Retaliation theme
cited a fear of retaliation from administrators and district-
level employees as a significant hindrance to advocacy
engagement, for example, “Administration backlash and
lack of support.”
Discussion

This study aimed to investigate advocacy engage-
ment and self-efficacy of school-based SLPs and their per-
ceptions of issues in education and challenges to advo-
cacy. Key findings included relatively limited opportuni-
ties for advocacy training at the school and district levels
for SLPs, as well as low training and event participation.
Despite low engagement and perceived lack of prepared-
ness, most respondents viewed their current or potential
cacy in education.
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role as an advocate to be important. When advocating for
key issues in education, respondents reported a preference
for communicating to stakeholders within their school
rather than those outside their school. Similarly, respon-
dents indicated that perceived level of support from these
stakeholders mirrored their communication preferences.
For example, SLPs reported feeling a higher level of sup-
port from stakeholders in their local environment and
were more likely to communicate with them when advo-
cating. Overall, respondents rated themselves to be most
efficacious when empowering and advocating for students,
parents, and fellow teachers, but least efficacious in shar-
ing information with the public and engaging in legislative
and systems advocacy. Results confirmed that age and
perceived advocacy importance were significant predictors
of self-efficacy. Lastly, frequently cited issues in education
included lack of resources and support for educators and
students, teachers’ rights, and mental health; common
challenges to advocacy included time constraints, lack of
knowledge and support, and fear of retaliation.

Engagement in Advocacy
The finding that a majority of school-based SLPs

reported no knowledge of training opportunities at their
schools or in their districts substantiates the need for addi-
tional avenues of advocacy training. Although there was a
broad consensus across respondents regarding the impor-
tance of advocacy, respondents reported rather low levels
of engagement in trainings and events. The fact that most
respondents received advocacy training through profes-
sional development courses or self-study suggests that
training opportunities during preservice training are
underutilized. For respondents who had engaged in advo-
cacy, tools to improve communication with policymakers
(e.g., easy access to contact information for state and U.S.
representative) and access to training materials (e.g., edu-
cational sessions on specific advocacy topics or strategies)
were deemed essential to improving engagement.

The finding that respondents, when advocating, were
more likely to communicate with stakeholders in their
local environment compared to those at state and federal
levels is considered a key finding and substantiates existing
evidence in the literature (e.g., Derrington & Anderson,
2020). Notably, most policies that affect school-based
SLPs, such as caseload caps and documentation require-
ments, are typically created at the district and state levels,
which may reflect a misalignment based on findings that
SLPs prefer to communicate in local environments. The
current findings suggest further investigation is needed to
identify ways of improving access to advocacy opportuni-
ties and highlighting causes of disconnect between clini-
cians and advocacy. Due to the descriptive design of this
study, causal inferences cannot be derived, but open-ended
responses point to time constraints, lack of knowledge and
Downloaded from: https://pubs.asha.org ERIC on 05/03/2022, Term
support, and fear of retaliation from administration—all
of which warrant further exploration.

Advocacy Preparation
The majority of SLPs acknowledged the importance

of their role in advocacy, but a similar majority felt unpre-
pared for the role. Thus, preparation for the role of advo-
cate must be included early and often in discussions and
training of speech-language pathology students and early
career professionals. Undergraduate and graduate courses
as well as professional development workshops should reg-
ularly and consistently include information regarding
opportunities to advocate, relevant to the topic of the
course. For example, ASHA showcases multiple opportuni-
ties related to salary supplements (Deppe, 2006), Medicare
reimbursement rates for services (Warren & Swanson,
2020), use of Medicaid funds (Estomin, n.d.), the need for
coverage for speech generating devices (White & McCarty,
2011), and use of frequency-modulated systems in class-
rooms (ASHA, n.d.-a). Embedding these examples—both
as current opportunities and past success stories—within
preservice training and early career workshops may high-
light the importance of advocacy across the SLPs’ scope of
practice. Indeed, SLPs in advanced leadership positions
have reported on the importance of their student leadership
opportunities on their later local, state, and federal advo-
cacy experiences (e.g., S. D. Hutchins, 2019).

However, the fact that SLPs did, at least, acknowl-
edge the importance of their role in advocacy may lend
support to the effectiveness of recent efforts of ASHA/
NSSLHA and state associations to cultivate advocacy
competence in students and new clinicians. Research sug-
gests that student professional organizations, such as
NSSLHA, are viable ways for preservice training pro-
grams to help their students engage in advocacy (e.g.,
Bond, 2016). In addition, ASHA offers grants to state
associations to support student advocacy; this is paired
with a step-by-step set of resources to aid in planning a
successful student advocacy day (ASHA, n.d.-b, 2019).
Some state associations have been actively supporting stu-
dent advocacy for over a decade (e.g., Polovoy, 2009).

Self-Efficacy
Of the six self-efficacy domains, SLPs reported low

scores in Public Information, Systems Advocacy, and
Social/Political Advocacy. Taken with reported fear of
retaliation and perceived low levels of support from dis-
trict administration, the state department of education,
and state and U.S. representatives—this finding makes
sense. Logically, if SLPs are fearful of possible backlash
from upper level leadership, it follows that they would
report low levels of self-efficacy related to publicly sharing
information, leading potentially partisan or oppositional
efforts, and dealing with confrontation, particularly with
Lugo et al.: Advocacy Engagement and Self-Efficacy 489
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politically powerful individuals. However, this finding is
also somewhat concerning, as conflict resolution is a
required knowledge and skill for SLPs who engage in clin-
ical supervision (ASHA, 2008). New to the 2020 ASHA
standards was a professional development requirement for
any SLP or audiologist who formally supervises student
clinicians or CFs (ASHA, 2020b). Thus, as more SLPs
receive supervision professional development, we may see
an increase in self-efficacy in these areas related to conflict
resolution abilities. There may also be a call here for the
need to raise leadership’s awareness of this fear of retalia-
tion. Messaging from educational leaders on the value of
constituent input may assuage these concerns, but more
research is required to assess its effectiveness.

Although supporting students and new clinicians in
advocacy efforts should continue to be a priority, our
results also indicate the need to support later career profes-
sionals. Specifically, we found that older SLPs reported
lower self-efficacy. This is counter to our hypothesis that
more experienced SLPs would be more likely to perceive
themselves as effective advocates. However, our current
results are in alignment with previous literature regarding
caseload manageability (Katz et al., 2010). In Katz et al.’s
(2010) study, SLPs with fewer years of experience reported
more manageable caseloads compared to SLPs with more
years of experience, and this was regardless of the actual
size of the caseload. Thus, perhaps we observed aspects of
burnout (Marante & Farquharson, 2021), in which SLPs
who have been practicing for longer periods of time are also
experiencing emotional exhaustion (Gong et al., 2013). If
SLPs are experiencing emotional exhaustion, more research
is needed to understand its contribution to self-efficacy.

We also found that advocacy engagement and per-
ceived importance helped to explain significant variance in
self-efficacy. This is consistent with previous studies
reporting a positive correlation between an individual’s
advocacy beliefs and experiences and their sense of self-
efficacy (e.g., Massengale et al., 2014; Ramírez Stege
et al., 2017). For SLPs who prescribe to the importance of
advocacy but who have not yet engaged meaningfully in
advocacy may just require “getting in the ring” to obtain
the necessary experiences to improve self-efficacy. How-
ever, more research is needed to investigate if these first
steps in advocating lead to a cascading effect that sparks
further interest in seeking advocacy experiences. Addition-
ally, more empirical evidence is required to draw causal
inferences between increased engagement and higher self-
efficacy over time.

Issues in Education and Challenges to Advocacy
Central to this study were findings related to the

most pressing issues in education and perceived barriers to
advocacy for school-based SLPs. Participant responses to
open-ended questions affirm that the most significant
490 Language, Speech, and Hearing Services in Schools • Vol. 53 • 4
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issues in education are complex. The themes that emerged
suggest more resources (e.g., funding) and support, includ-
ing those for social–emotional learning and mental health,
are desired by SLPs to best serve their students and main-
tain a high level of practice. Along with adequate pay and
caseload size, these issues are consistent with reported fac-
tors that hinder evidence-based implementation and inter-
professional collaboration (e.g., Hoffman et al., 2013;
Iafrate-Bellini et al., 2010; Katz et al., 2010). Unique to
this study, findings also support existing evidence that illu-
minate the need for educators’ voices in education policy-
making (e.g., Good, 2018).

The fact that respondents largely identified time as a
barrier is consistent with the literature on other barriers
and systemic challenges to implementation of EBPs (e.g.,
Brackenbury et al., 2008). Although previous literature
has not directly examined time constraints on advocacy,
the current findings appear to be aligned with common
reports that time constraints related to high workloads is
among the most reported barrier to other related systems
change (e.g., Green et al., 2019; Hoffman et al., 2013;
Pfeiffer et al., 2019). The earlier finding that perceived
advocacy importance was the best predictor of self-
efficacy is significant as it indicates that lack of awareness
or knowledge of advocacy may be easily remedied with
adequate opportunities. However, the finding that school-
based SLPs may be avoiding advocacy activities due to
fear of retaliation from administration is troubling and
requires further investigation. Research is needed to deter-
mine to what extent challenges to advocacy influence par-
ticipation in trainings and events. Although not empiri-
cally studied, it seems reasonable that innovative tools to
increase advocacy engagement (e.g., advocacy alerts and
policy infographics) or more efficient modes of profes-
sional development delivery (e.g., microcredentialing) may
offer solutions to these challenges.

Limitations
Several limitations should be considered when inter-

preting the current findings. Though the survey was
broadly distributed, only 7% of invited SLPs opened the
invitation to the study and attempted the survey. Due to
the low response rate, our findings may not provide a
comprehensive picture of the state of advocacy engage-
ment and self-efficacy for school-based SLPs. Similarly, it
is possible that the length of the survey deterred some
respondents (19%) from completing the survey in its
entirety. The limited range of the rating scale (1–5) should
be considered when interpreting findings related to per-
ceived advocacy importance and self-efficacy. Although
use of a 5-point scale is common practice (Dillman, 2000),
it is possible that the limited range negatively affected the
sensitivity of the survey tool or constrained the potential
for further variability in self-efficacy between participants
79–493 • April 2022
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who varied in experience and/or engagement. In future
work, it would be necessary to compare the findings with
inclusion of other methods (e.g., interviews) or other ques-
tion types (e.g., 100-point sliding scale) that would allow
for smaller increments of the measure or detect a broader
range of variability in self-efficacy. Additionally, it is likely
that the relations between measures may vary depending
on the type of scale or response option employed.

Potential limitations of the measures should also be
considered in interpreting the results. This study consid-
ered only six aspects of advocacy, which we readily
acknowledge as a limitation. Recognizing the multifaceted
nature of advocacy engagement and self-efficacy, there are
most likely several unmeasured factors that contribute to
variability such as motivation, access to resources, history
of advocacy success, and local and state policy environ-
ments. Furthermore, the use of only one state in sampling
was also a limitation in this study. Although Florida was
of particular interest for this study due to the reportedly
high average caseload size (ASHA, 2020a), it cannot be
assumed that SLPs in states with lower caseload sizes
would report similar barriers. We recognize that advocacy
engagement may vary across different states; however, due
to practical constraints, it was not possible to sample
broadly during this preliminary study. Additional research
is warranted to study SLPs working in other geographical
regions and contexts, as well as the consideration of
potential covariance between factors in predicting advo-
cacy engagement and self-efficacy.

Future Directions
Collectively, the findings compel the need for more

extensive empirical study of the potential effects of profes-
sional development and preservice training on ratings of
advocacy importance and self-efficacy. Our findings point
to the need for causal research examining the extent to
which professional development and self-efficacy can
improve advocacy engagement by school-based SLPs.
Although it is beyond the scope of the current design to
conclusively identify mechanisms to improve advocacy
engagement and self-efficacy, it is plausible that not all
SLPs have sufficient exposure to preservice training in
advocacy. Furthermore, although not empirically tested,
additional training may result in increased appreciation
for advocacy and a marked improvement in self-efficacy
over time. Equally possible, but not tested, is that advocacy
engagement varies substantially across advocacy subdo-
mains, geographic locations, and policy environments,
requiring specific training and resources unique to those
areas. Given the strong relations found in this study between
perceived importance of advocacy and self-efficacy, it
stands to hypothesize that providing preservice training
may contribute to improved advocacy engagement later in
one’s career. Among many factors that warrant further
Downloaded from: https://pubs.asha.org ERIC on 05/03/2022, Term
exploration, the current findings lend support for the need
for more empirical research to develop and test innovative
approaches to decreasing workloads and improving advo-
cacy engagement and self-efficacy.
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