
Self-advocacy is understanding your needs 
and acting on that information to be successful.
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Advocacy
Self

After concussion, students sometimes have a hard time
recognizing that help is needed
knowing how to get that help

Successful self-advocacy allows you to be proactive rather than reactive when 
returning to college after concussion. Below are helpful tools to communicate 

your needs and be a proactive self-advocate.

Try using the four-step B E R C model

You can tailor this model to different audiences, and YOU choose 
how much personal information to disclose. It is okay to not share all 

the details about your concussion. If you can clearly communicate 
your needs and how this person can help you meet those needs, 

then no further personal information needs to be shared.

Introduce yourself, including your name and a 
brief recap of your injury experience.BACKGROUND

EXPLAIN What are your current symptoms and needs?

REQUEST What can this person provide for you to be successful? 
This could be academic adjustments, other resources, or maybe 

just being understood.

CLARIFY AND CLOSE Lay out next steps and show your 
appreciation for their time and efforts.

Use I-Statements
I-Statements focus on your needs, whereas You-Statements focus on the
other person's behavior. You-Statements tend to put people on the defensive
and can feel like they are being assigned blame. I-Statements instead keep
responsibility on you and enlist your conversation partner to be part of the
solution.

I-Statements can also help when it’s hard to find the right
words. Some people recovering from concussion can have a
hard time coming up with phrasing that doesn't come across
as aggressive or blameful, especially towards friends and
family. I-Statements can shift the focus back to your needs, and
away from creating conflict where none is needed or intended.

How to use Self-Advocacy tools
Part of what makes self-advocacy challenging is that you may need to be a 

good self-advocate with lots of different people in different situations. Below 
are some examples of how to use advocacy tools in real life.

When talking to your roommate about lights and noise in your 
house or apartment...

Try using an effective I-statement like this

“Noises and lights really make my 
head hurt. It would help me if you 
could keep the music and lights low 
when I am around.”

Instead of a You-Statement like:
“You always play loud music, and you keep turning on all of the 

lights! Don’t you know that makes my head hurt?!”

If you are finding it difficult to tell a friend to stop giving you a hard time for not 
drinking or staying out late, try an I-Statement such as:

“I feel bad when people give me a hard time about not 
hanging out as much or drinking. I wish I could, but I am 
still recovering. Give me some time. I’ll get there.”

Even with professors and instructors, I-Statements can be very useful. Try using an 
I-Statement like this if your professor is talking too fast in class:

"I need extra time to understand what you are 
covering in the lecture. It would help me if I 
could record the lectures and get notes from a 
classmate. It's easier for me to keep up if I have 
the slides in advance."

For talking to your Family about family gatherings and events: 

“It is hard for me to focus now when talking to a 
lot of people at one time. It would be better for 
me to have a quiet dinner with just our close 
family at home rather than go to busy place with 
a lot of people.

Use the BERC model when talking to fellow students on a group project: 
“I am recovering from a recent sports injury, and 
being on the computer for a long time is hard for 
me right now. Could we meet in person instead 
of on Zoom the next time we work on our 
project? There is a covered park on campus that 
has wifi access so we can spread out. Or, could 
we limit our Zoom calls to 30 minutes for now? 
Thank you. I appreciate you considering 
changing the format of our next group meeting.”

FOR USING I-STATEMENTS WITH YOUR MEDICAL PROVIDERS:
 
“It is harder for me to remember what you tell me after 
my appointment. It will help me if I can take notes or if 
you give me handouts with information that we talked 
about today.”

When asking for support from Disability Service Coordinators, you might find the 
BERC model helpful: 

“Hi. I’m _________. Last week I had a concussion, 
and I am having some headaches and slowed 
thinking. And so right now I need a little extra 
time when taking tests, But I’m having trouble 
working with one of my professors to get extra 
time to take my next test. It would help me if you 
could give me some suggestions for talking with 
my professor or let me know what additional 
steps I need to take to make sure I get extra time 
when taking my test.”

If you need to talk to your coach about safely getting back into the game: 
“I’m not ready to go to full practices yet. My doctor said 
that right now I should only be doing light aerobic 
activity. I’m following her guidelines so I can get back to 
the game faster”.

For using I-Statements when talking to your teammates:
 
“Working out too hard makes me dizzy. I need 
to slow down at practices for now. I’m getting 
better and I’ll be able to keep up with the team 
soon.”

Try using the handout “What I Want You to Know about Concussion” as 
another advocacy tool to let others know about concussion, what is 

working for you right now, and how they can help.
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