
 

 

ERIK W. CARTER PH.D.: Welcome to this new professional development webinar, focused on effective 

strategies for promoting inclusion, and learning, and relationships for students with complex needs.  I'm 

really thrilled you're joining me for this five-session series.  You know, if you're a teacher or a 

paraprofessional, an administrator or a related service provider, you have an incredible opportunity to 

ensure students with complex needs have the supports, and the good instruction, and the connections 

they need to participate fully and meaningfully in the life of their school.  And if you're a parent or a 

student, you too can play such a key role in expanding opportunities and connections with peers.  So this 

series is really designed to identify starting points and possibilities for launching new efforts in your school 

or maybe even deepening your current efforts, but it will also illustrate some of the various ways that 

Pennsylvania schools are already drawing upon Natural Peer Supports to promote inclusion.  So the 

focus of this series is really on students with complex needs and that includes the -- as many as one to 

two percent of the student body in any community across the country that's describe as having extensive 

support needs, those students who are often eligible for their alternate assessment.  In fact, there are 

more than 42,000 students in Pennsylvania alone who were served under the special education 

categories of intellectual disability or autism, multiple disabilities or deafblindness.  So what would it look 

like to ensure that all of these students participate meaningfully in many of the social and learning 

opportunities that already exist in your school?  And how could peers and other natural supports be much 

more prominent in supporting your efforts?  And what might be your role as school staff in supporting 

these opportunities?  Let me begin with a brief overview of this web-based resource.  This five-session 

series was initiated by the Pennsylvania Training and Technical Assistance Network.  And during the 

2011 and 2012 academic year, PaTTAN hosted a series of daylong trainings across the state, each 

focused on natural support strategies to promote school inclusion.  And at the same time, PaTTAN 

awarded mini-grants to three secondary schools interested in piloting these natural support strategies in 

their schools.  All of these efforts were aimed at building greater capacity across Pennsylvania to design 

and implement natural support strategies that really engage peers more fully in creating inclusive schools.  

So these web-based presentations you're not watching are, really, a continuation of these efforts.  They're 

designed to enable other interested educators and administrators, family members and students to 

access this information.  So the first segment is going to focus on the importance of fostering 

relationships right alongside rigorous, relevant learning opportunities for students with severe disabilities 

who are attending their neighborhood schools.  The second segment will address those helpful starting 

points and potential landmarks for schools committed to encouraging relationships and shared learning 

opportunities.  The final three segments will each focus on different peer mediated approaches for 

promoting inclusion, and friendship, and learning.  And these will include peer partner programs and peer 

support arrangements.  And as clear as this -- in both of their titles, the common link across these 

approaches is the emphasis on equipping, and engaging, and encouraging peers as natural supports to 

students with significant disabilities.  So as I present this information, I'm going to be drawing upon some 

of the lessons learned from the three secondary schools here in Pennsylvania whose staff are committed 



 

 

to deepening their efforts to ensuring that students with and without complex needs have opportunities to 

learn alongside one another and to develop new friendships.  Through the series, you'll have a chance to 

see interviews and videos, documents and ideas that are drawn from the work of these three schools as 

they journey toward becoming more inclusive places of learning.  So now the central focus of these three 

mini-grants has been on fostering relationships and really encouraging friendships among students with 

and without significant disabilities in their schools.  So what an important starting point that is.  You know, 

peer relationships make a profound difference in the lives of children and youth with complex needs, just 

like they do for every single one of us.  Decades of research converge on this very simple but really 

[inaudible] and that's that friendships really do matter.  And I know you don't need studies to confirm this 

but peers really do play an instrumental role in the lives of children and youth, in part because of the 

enjoyment and the fun these relationships bring but also because of the important contributions they 

make to childhood development, and learning, and overall well-being.  So I've put on your screen just a 

sampling of some of the outcomes associated with thoughtfully connecting students with complex needs 

to other peers in their schools.  So through their interactions, students with complex needs learn and 

practice a wide range of academic and social leisure in every other -- everyday life skills, they access 

important social supports like companionship, and access to peers, and information, and help with 

decision making, and of course having friends and being liked by others is an important protective factor 

for students.  It protects against loneliness and isolation.  You know, the data are really clear but it's our 

own everyday experiences that confirm the importance of these relationships.  I mean, what happens 

when you ask students about the best part of their day?  Well, children and youth are going to talk about 

their friendships, they're going to talk about the activities they do with their peers.  They're going to talk 

about hanging out during homeroom, or at lunch, or between classes and at recess.  They're going to talk 

about involvement in extra-curricular activities with other classmates and maybe getting together with 

friends outside of school.  Your own memories of schools probably reflect some of these very same 

experiences.  But I think that's only one important part of the storyline.  What I found is a recurring theme 

of inclusion, is that students without disabilities benefit just as much from having the opportunities to meet 

and develop friendships with their classmates with complex needs.  And after all, the most satisfying 

relationships, really, are those we consider to be mutually beneficial, and those that bring shared 

enjoyment.  So students who've had the opportunity as to be involved in these kinds of programs and 

relationships, they're quite articulate about the personal benefits they attain.  They talk about a deeper 

appreciation of diversity and individual differences.  They talk about having a greater understanding of the 

value of inclusion, about greater knowledge about specific disabilities, maybe improved attitudes towards 

their peers with disabilities.  But they also talk about having strong advocacy and support skills, greater 

self-confidence, and a commitment to social justice principles.  And these are all just some of the benefits 

that students report.  And of course they talk about these benefits in different ways but I've put on your 

screen some examples from recent research in this area.  And in fact, if you talk to students, you're going 

to find that they're very quick to share the ways in which they've benefited from having the opportunity to 



 

 

meet, to learn alongside, and to get to know their classmates with disabilities.  Listen to this middle school 

student as she shares how her own perspectives have changed as part of being -- part of a peer partner 

project. 

WOMAN: Probably, what's surprising most about being in the peer support was how much I actually 

enjoyed it because I didn't -- I'd always thought I was going to like it but I didn't think I'd like it this much, 

that I'm putting, like, a lot of my time into planning these events and making sure that everyone is having 

fun, and making sure that people have fun and just always are having fun with it.  What I learned about 

kids that have disabilities I never learned before was that they're just like you me, it's just that they learn 

differently and that they just have a different way of looking at things but they understand just like we do.  

After a while in the group, I realized that they're really cool kids and that they're just like us and Cassie 

has become one of my good friends. 

ERIK W. CARTER PH.D.: So why is this so important?  Well, remember that these peers are the future 

employers, future neighbors, civic leaders, congregation leaders, family members, and community 

members.  And so peers who have friendships with students with complex needs, they're likely to develop 

different attitudes and expectations relate to disability, it's going to have a long term impact on their 

community.  And this is a point that's really captured well by one of the parents at Fox Chapel High 

School. 

WOMAN: I think that, you know, when they get out of school and they're working, whether it's their own 

business or they're working in a company or wherever, that they are going to -- they're not going to have 

any problem at all with working with somebody who has a disability or hiring somebody who has a 

disability.  I -- because I really and truly believe that they see us all as the same. 

ERIK W. CARTER PH.D.: Unfortunately, the peer relationships -- far too many children and youth with 

complex needs remain either elusive or fleeting.  And rather than actively encouraging that sense of 

belonging, and strong connections with peers, and really inclusive learning experiences, many schools 

take few active steps to equip students with the opportunities, and the skills, and the supports that might 

enable them to interact with and develop friendships with their peers without disabilities.  Those active 

steps can make all the difference.  And put simply, many students with significant disabilities are missing 

out on opportunities to develop friendships and other social connections that really make life enjoyable, 

school satisfying, and learning so effective.  You know, sometimes it can be helpful to take a -- kind of a 

30,000 foot view of an issue before you start to reflect on the experiences of students in your own school 

or community.  So there had been two large-scale nationally representative studies that really provide an 

insightful glimpse into this dimension of kid's lives.  There's the Special Education Elementary 

Longitudinal Study which involved interviews with parents about the social experiences of their children in 

elementary and middle school who were served under the different special education categories of 

intellectual disability, or autism, or multiple disabilities.  And as you see on your screen, a large proportion 

of these parents said that their children with those various disabilities had never visited with friends, with 



 

 

or without disabilities, at all during the previous year.  More than half of these parents said their children 

never or rarely received telephone calls from friends, and many indicated their child had not been invited 

to another child's social activities at any point during the past year.  You know, you can find out more 

about the social experiences of these children just by visiting the website on the bottom of the screen.  

And then as students, of course, transition into middle school and high school, unfortunately that social 

isolation can become even more pronounced.  That is unless schools are very intentional about fostering 

social connections.  The National Longitudinal Transition Study-2, that focused on the social connections 

of high school students with disabilities.  And, you know, they found a very similar pattern.  Very few 

youth with intellectual disability, or autism, or multiple disabilities saw any friends frequently outside of 

school.  Most never or rarely received telephone calls, and infrequently do they get together with friends 

outside of formal groups at least once per week.  You know, so as you consider these national numbers, I 

want you to start reflecting on the experiences of students with similar disabilities who are attending the 

schools at which you work.  What are some of the practical steps that you could take, along with your 

colleagues, to foster stronger connections among your students in your classrooms, in your clubs, in your 

cafeterias, and in other school activities?  You know, fostering relationships is absolutely important but it's 

not the only focus of schooling of course.  In fact, most of the conversations we have about inclusive 

schooling really center on promoting access to the general curriculum and to other relevant learning 

opportunities in their schools.  You know, we tend to prioritize rigor and relevance over relationships, but 

the enduring question is, really, how do we help students with complex needs access rigorous learning 

opportunities in general ed classrooms and other school activities.  Well, I think rigor, relevance, and 

relationships are, really, the ways to start thinking about schooling for students with complex needs.  

Schools that emphasize these three elements together, rigor, and relevance, and relationships, they're 

presumed to offer a more engaging and a more motivating place for, really, any student to learn.  But I 

want to stress that, really, rigor, and relevance, and relationships, they are just as essential and really just 

as beneficial for students with complex needs.  Every student, whether or not they have a disability, 

should have meaningful opportunities to learn important curricular content, to develop valued 

relationships, and, really, to experience the full range of social, and learning, and other opportunities that 

exist in their school and even in their broader community.  So if that focus on rigor and relationship 

sounds familiar, well, it ought to, you know, it's at the heart of the commitment of the Pennsylvania 

Department of Education, along with many teachers and administrators all around the state.  The 

Department of Education is committed to the goals of knowing all children by name, to ensuring that all 

children graduate from high school are ready for post-secondary education or the workforce, and 

supporting all children to become productive citizens and life-long learners.  But how do you make that 

happen?  Well, they go on to say that to achieve these goals, the entire school community must establish 

a learning environment where each student has access to high expectations, and feel safe, and accepted, 

and connected to caring adults and peers.  Why, I totally agree with the core premise of this statement: 

promoting relationships and learning, they're not competing priorities.  They should really be considered 



 

 

inseparable.  And so addressing academics and learning, and relationships within a school day, it's really 

not an either or proposition.  Shared learning experiences are going to foster relationships, and 

relationships are going to enhance learning.  So adopting a commitment to this focus on rigor, and 

relevance, and relationships, well it spur -- it really does spur a host of intriguing and really often difficult 

questions.  What exactly does it look like to support a student with complex needs to really participate 

fully in rigorous classes?  You know, how do educators ensure instruction has relevance to a really 

diverse student body?  And in what ways might relationships among students with complex 

communication challenges and peers without disabilities be fostered?  So as you think about the services 

and the supports in you own school, reflect on these questions.  Where are the rigorous and relevant 

learning opportunities that already exist in your school and community?  Because that's where you want 

to connect students with complex needs.  And second, what opportunities do students in your school 

already have to develop supportive relationships with their peers?  Because that's where you want to 

connect your students with complex needs.  And the third question becomes, what supports are going to 

be needed to help students with complex needs benefit from these existing opportunities?  And you might 

discover that, really, there are not a lot of opportunities in your school right now.  So what are the new 

opportunities that would need to be developed or existing ones that you'd want to expand?  Well, maybe, 

you want to go a little further on this journey.  So I want you to listen to the Special Education Director 

from Bangor Area Middle School, one of the schools participating in the project, as she shares about how 

their school really desire to go even further in helping students with disabilities at their school access 

those learning and relationship opportunities. 

WOMAN: When we first volunteered I was thinking that this was an opportunity to really have the 

students truly become members of their school community.  We had successfully included the students 

but we wanted to go a step further than just having them be in the classroom, really getting along and 

making friends with the other students, working together, attending the same events, really being, you 

know, equal members of the school and the classrooms. 

WOMAN: Good change does not happen because you receive a mandate from an official.  Good change 

happens because people believe.  So I wanted to give people the opportunity to see what students can 

do, what we know they can learn right next to their friends, right in our classes, in all of our classrooms in 

our building.  So Natural Peer Supports gave us a vehicle to teach teachers, to teach students how to 

support each other and to learn together. 

ERIK W. CARTER PH.D.: So what might be your starting point?  Well, in this series, I'll share two related 

approaches for helping students access rigorous, relevant learning opportunities in their schools right 

alongside their peers without disabilities.  You know, peer mediated strategies are widely considered a 

recommended and evidence-based practices for promoting school inclusion for students with complex 

needs.  And there are two types of strategies that we'll address in this series.  There's peer partner 

programs which are typically -- those more formal school-wide efforts to create more welcoming school 



 

 

cultures to expand the quality of opportunity students with and without disabilities have to know and 

spend time with one another, to strengthen the social skills and friendship of all students.  And these are 

much more broad-based programs that usually provide opportunities for larger numbers of peers within 

an elementary, or a middle, or a high school to get involved.  That's going to be the focus of session 

three.  And then there are peer support arrangements which are really individually-tailored intervention 

strategies that focus on inclusive classrooms.  They involve equipping two or more peers without 

disabilities to provide academic and social support to their classmate with complex needs, all while 

receiving ongoing guidance and assistance from paraprofessionals and other school staff.  And these are 

strategies that really designed for use in inclusive general education classrooms and are kind of thought 

of as an alternative to the one-to-one adult support models that are dominant in many schools.  That will 

be focus of sessions four and five.  And of course, each of those approaches will be discovered -- will be 

covered in much more detail in later sessions.  But first, I'm going to ask you to watch session two.  And 

it's a short segment that will be addressing some important steps that can set the occasion for students 

with significant disabilities to meet one another, to spend time together, and ultimately develop friendship 

with their peers at your school.  Well, I hope you will find this webinar series to be both informative but 

also very practical.  You know, promoting inclusion, and learning, and relationships for students with 

complex needs, you know, it's a challenging endeavor but it is an absolutely essential one.  So as you, 

and your colleagues, and students at your school really start to decide on the next steps for your school, I 

encourage you to draw upon the growing number of print and web-based resources that now are 

available for schools that really want to strengthen and deepen their inclusive practices.  Many of these 

will be shown on the next few slides as well as in your handouts.  So I've put on your screen several 

current books that focus centrally on natural supports, and peer relationships, and school inclusion.  And 

there are also a number of websites that address these issues and include practical information, videos, 

and downloadables.  So I'd encourage you to check these out as well. 


