
 

 

ERIK W. CARTER PH.D.: Welcome to the second session in the webinar series focused on effective 

strategies for promoting inclusion, and learning, and relationships for students with complex needs.  You 

know, in this segment we're going to explore together a few factors in packing the extent to which 

students with and without disabilities really have opportunities to develop friendships and other supported 

peer relationships with one another.  You know, friendships really do matter and the absence of these 

relationships can really have a profound impact on the lives of students with complex needs.  And so, the 

focus of this segment is really on this question: what might you do in your school to ensure students with 

complex needs are known and know their peers, that they have strong friendships, and are really missed 

when they're not around?  Now, I would love to share with you that I have a fail proof formula for fostering 

friendships amongst students with and without disabilities at your school.  But, you know, none exists.  

And for any given child, those friendships can form and also falter in ways that, really, can be difficult 

sometimes for us to reliably predict.  But, you know, research does suggest some key elements that may 

set the occasion for students with and without complex needs to meet one another, to spend time 

together, and ultimately, to develop friendships with their peers.  In other words, you know, there's no 

formula for friendships but there are very practical steps you can take to really establish contacts within 

which students with and without complex support needs, really, can meet others in their school and will 

likely be picked as friends and these includes structuring shared activities, connecting your students to 

others who have shared interest in common, assigning valued and reciprocal roles within activities, 

equipping students with the information and skills they need to be really confident and competent in their 

roles, and providing students with just enough support to interact successfully.  And of course, most 

important, regularly reflecting on the outcomes of your efforts.  So let's walk through each of these 

elements in the segment and I'll illustrate why each may be so important.  I want to begin with shared 

activities.  You know, regular opportunities to interact with one another during shared activities, it's really 

foundational to nurturing friendships amongst students with and without complex needs.  You know, sure 

students have email and cell phones, so you have social networking, and so many ways of connecting 

through technology, but it's really difficult for any two students to build a relationship with one another if 

they rarely or they never spend time doing things together.  You know, the necessity of proximity probably 

seems really intuitive to you.  But I'd encouraged to really reflect on the extent to which students with 

complex needs who are at your school are participating in shared activities with their peers without 

disabilities.  Do students with complex needs rarely attend general ed classes?  Do they have infrequent 

involvement in extra curricular activities?  Do they eat lunch at different times or in different locations than 

their schoolmates?  Or do they work mostly with adults rather than peers?  You know, for students with 

and without disabilities to have meaningful opportunities to get to know one another, they really have to 

be in the same places at the same times doing the same activities.  So, what do I mean by the same 

places?  Well, let's consider where students with and without complex needs spend time in classrooms.  

Are they ever in the same classrooms as their students -- as their peers without disabilities?  Are they in 

the same clubs or are they eating lunch in the same locations?  Let's park on just one of those places, 



 

 

general education classrooms.  So on the screen, I've listed the percentage of students with multiple 

disabilities, with intellectual disability, or autism who spend most of their day in general education 

classrooms, that's the dark gray bar that you see.  Here's the percentage of those students who spend 

kind of a mix of time in general education and special education classrooms, that's the red bar.  And 

here's the percentage of students who spend most of their day, in Pennsylvania, in special education 

classrooms.  You can see that's the largest bar.  And of course, here's the percentage of students who 

spend their time in entirely separate schools or programs.  So, my point is that for a large proportion of 

these students, the classes that they take really aren't providing them with opportunities to meet and to 

learn along side peers without similar disabilities.  You know, location in a school really does matter but 

the main [inaudible] which students are supported to participate within inclusive classrooms, or clubs, or 

other school activities, that's also what makes probably the real difference.  You know, without thoughtful 

supports, simply increasing students physical proximity to their peers without disabilities, whether that's in 

a general education classroom or anywhere else, that's really likely to be accompanied by limited 

engagement and maybe even social isolation.  You know, as this cartoon on your screen illustrates, you 

know, you can be in the same place at the same time, like this general education classroom, but 

participating in entirely different activities, as is this student who's working off to the side with the one-to-

one paraprofessional.  So, you know, carefully reflecting on the current opportunities that students have 

to spend time with and learn along side their peers, that's really the first element in fostering relationships 

amongst students with and without disabilities.  You know, you may discover that really rich interaction 

opportunities exists right along side very segregated activities even within the same school.  And so it's 

really important to take a very targeted look at both where your school's doing well at encouraging 

interaction opportunities, as well as where your school might do better.  So you can undertake this 

reflection and processing in any number of different ways.  I'd recommend that your school simply begin 

by listing all of the different settings in which students typically gather in your school.  And then kind of 

give a thumbs up or a thumbs down to whether each of these settings includes students with and without 

disabilities in the same places at the same times and doing the same things.  For example, you might 

have students with and without disabilities who have lunch in the same cafeteria but students with 

complex needs arrive much earlier than other students or at least when students aren't there, they rarely 

eat at the same tables as their peers or hang out.  Or you might discover that students with disabilities are 

enrolled in elective and related arts classes but, you know, their involvement in core academic classes, 

and electives, and extra curricular activities is really inconsistent.  So that reflection process can help your 

team really prioritize those settings around which to start a project that would really intentionally connect 

students.  Now, I would really encourage you to involve students in this reflection process.  It can be 

really insightful.  They often have a very different vantage point from which to see their school.  And so 

you could literally have students placed thumbs up and thumbs down and sideways to express their 

perspectives on inclusion in each of these school locations.  It really makes for a great group discussion.  

So, after you've done this in your school and you've reviewed each of the key activities in your school, 



 

 

your team might consider together some of the following questions.  First, what are the activities that 

really tend to be truly shared in our school?  Second, what are the activities that really aren't very shared?  

Third, are there students with particular support needs who are most often left out?  And finally, what are 

some various simple changes that we could make to have more shared activities?  And alternate version 

of this reflection tool is here included on your screen and it's one you can download as well.  Common 

school contacts are already written down and the right thumbs are just ready to be circled.  So, let's now 

turn to the second element.  You know, what is it that makes two people click?  Well, you know, it's 

usually a common interest or a connection that's a spark for new friendships.  When students learn that 

they have shared interests and passions, whether that's a hobby, or interest in movies, or music genres, 

or games, or leisure activities.  Maybe they have similar backgrounds, or even other experiences in 

common, like they're taking the same classes, or they live in the same neighborhood, when they discover 

these connections, those become the connections upon which new friendships might be formed.  On the 

other hand, if students think they have little in common with one another, they may be less motivated to 

spend time together.  And so, a second element in fostering relationships involved finding avenues for 

connecting students with and without complex needs who have shared interest in common.  This might 

involve seeking out and inviting peers into activities who have interest or experiences in common.  It 

might also involve -- involving your students in electives or extra curricular and after school activities.  

These are all ways to link students to their peers around a set of common interests.  Now, of course, for 

students with complex communication challenges, discovering what those interests and passions are can 

sometimes be difficult.  So it may be helpful to have conversations with family members or school staff, 

with friends or others who know the student well and can really help your team identify potential points of 

interest.  That shared interest then might be around a favorite sport or a leisure activity, really, any 

number of things.  So, Conestoga High School, students in the Bucks Connect Program, which you'll hear 

more about in the next segment, they're asked about their interests in a survey which could allow for 

matches to be made among students who give common answers.  Now, a third element that's really 

important to fostering meaningful inclusion and social connections involves promoting valued and 

reciprocal roles for all students.  In many, many initiatives that are really aimed at connecting students 

with and without disabilities,  we tend to put students with disabilities or view them as the recipients of 

support.  And students without disabilities as the helpers or the providers of support.  But, you know, 

when activities are really established that circumvent those kind of stereotypical roles and instead focus 

on ensuring everyone has a chance to demonstrate and to become known by their strengths, and their 

talents, and contributions, you know, that's when we see reciprocal relationships really more likely to 

develop.  I mean think about your own friendships.  They're usually characterized by some sort of 

reciprocity and mutual benefit.  And your relationships aren't always perfectly balanced but friends usually 

alternate providing support to and receiving support from one another.  So, when students with complex 

needs are always placed by adults in that position of receiving support and receiving assistance and 

receiving tutoring from their peers, well, you know, the relationships that emerge might be perceived as a 



 

 

bit more hierarchical, maybe less friendship.  So, to encourage friendships rather than helping 

relationships, teachers can plan activities, you know, which every student really provided opportunities to 

demonstrate their strengths and their talents.  They can also design activities that really emphasize 

interdependence.  In other words, every student should have an important role in that club or that 

classroom or that other recreational activity that you may be planning.  So, you know, determining what 

roles really are the most valued roles of course, I think that's best done by students themselves.  You 

know, what adults think might be a valued role, it's not always consistent what students themselves might 

think.  So, there are some questions that you can ask as an educator when reflecting on whether the 

interactions that you're observing really reflect valued roles for everyone and I put those on your screen 

for your review.  Now, though inclusive learning opportunities are becoming more widespread, I found 

that students with and without complex needs, well, they still may not know each other even when they're 

enrolled at the same elementary or middle or high school.  So, a fourth element involves having school 

staff facilitate those initial introductions and it helps students exchange basic information about 

themselves.  Really helps students feel more confident in their actions and maybe even gives them some 

ideas for topics for initial conversations.  So, I'd encourage you to explore creative ways to have your 

students get to know each other and learn about each other's hobbies and talents, their preferred 

activities, what they do outside of school or their social networks.  You know, you could do this through 

engaging get to know you activities, through more structured orientation and training events or any 

number of avenues.  I'd also encourage you to, you know, have peers learn more about the student with 

significant disabilities and how they communicate most effectively, how they participate maybe in 

alternative ways or how they prefer to receive support or how they work best with others.  And I would 

encourage you to have the students with complex needs share those things themselves with their peers.  

You know, sometimes peers have inaccurate information or they hold negative stereotypes about people 

with particular disabilities.  You can address that through this initial training and orientation.  Now, as 

you'll hear later in the next three segments of this web-based series, there's different information that 

you're going to want to share depending on whether students are participating in a peer partner program 

or a peer support arrangement.  You really want to tailor that to the individual goals of your group.  So, 

listen to this parent of a student with disabilities at Bangor Area Middle School and she'll talk about how 

her daughter Cassie really benefit when peers receive some orientation on how to support a classmate 

who had pretty complex communication needs. 

WOMAN: She also gets involved in other things like pep rallies and things and she proudly wears her 

Bangor Slater shirt, so, we feel like we're home.  Cassie has some of the children that are involved in a 

natural peer support in her communication device.  She has their pictures, she has their names, and she 

talks about them through the use of her communication device and even over the summer she asked for 

them to come to her house.  So, they have become her friends especially last year, she had a group of 

girls that when Cassie went into the cafeteria, they would say, "Hi, Cassie, come sit with us."  So she was 

actually one of the popular children and I think that the program was very good at preparing those 



 

 

children and teaching those children about that natural peer support and what it means and so those 

children learned how to treat Cassie and other special needs children the same as everyone else. 

ERIK W. CARTER, PH.D.: Another parent of a high school student shared how the day-long orientation 

provided to mentors in the Bucks Connect Program really equipped her son well not just for participation 

in the peer partner program, but also with a set of life-long skills. 

WOMAN: He really benefited from the mentoring program that you ran, that day-long conference that you 

ran last year.  He just -- he thoroughly enjoyed it.  He came home extremely energized, extremely 

motivated, extremely -- he just seemed to be equipped, better equipped for, you know, the Bucks 

Connect Club for going in and being able to -- I think the communication thing was the biggest thing for 

him but which has taught them how to break down those barriers and what I really appreciate about it is 

that it's -- he learned qualities that he can -- that he can take into life with him. 

ERIK W. CARTER, PH.D.: Although shared activities and common interests, reciprocity, and basic 

information can all contribute to friendship formation, the ways in which educators, peer professionals, 

and other adults actively support ongoing social interactions and shared work, that could really impact 

whether and how relationships form amongst students.  You know, sometimes the constant presence in 

that close proximity of school staff, they can inadvertently stifle conversations amongst students with and 

without disabilities.  You know, peers maybe reluctant to initiate interactions if, for example, a peer 

professional is always listening in and students with complex needs, they may first turn to adults for 

support rather than to their peers.  You know, at the same time teachers are not around, maybe peers 

unintentionally overlook or they misunderstand the communication efforts of students who are non-verbal 

or who use alternative communication modes.  And so, the challenge for adults begin -- becomes to really 

strike exactly that right balance between offering just enough support to encourage interactions but not 

too much support to stay in the way.  I think there are some really good reasons to be cautious about 

having adults be the primary or even the exclusive provider of support in inclusive classes or clubs and 

cafeterias and community-based activities.  You know, research suggest some very real concerns about 

the heavy reliance on one to one adult support models and the students may feel stigmatized by the 

constant presence of an adult or maybe isolated from their classmates when provided support on the 

edges or peripheries of the classroom.  Sometimes students have fewer interactions with their classmates 

when the presence of an adult is around, particularly during adolescence as peer groups take on really 

even more prominence.  Students' academic engagement, their class participation, even their skill 

acquisition may actually be hindered when general educator shift instruction or responsibility to peer 

professionals and others, or students may develop unhealthy or even inappropriate relationships with 

peer professionals considering them to be among their primary friends or becoming overly dependent on 

their assistance.  And finally, students may receive fewer opportunities to develop those self-

determination independent skills that are so important as kids get older when adult support is constantly 

available to them.  On the screen, I put a great article on Mike Giangreco and his colleagues that really 



 

 

elaborates on some of these points.  So, you know, rather than assuming an adult should be the very first 

line of support, first consider whether students can do an activity on their own or if given the right 

technology or adaptive equipment or if provided some additional skill instruction or if taught some self 

management strategies or maybe with the help of a peer or someone else in the setting, just enough 

adult support is introduced only when really these other avenues of support prove insufficient.  So, as a 

team, reflect on what keeps you maybe down towards the bottom of this continuum of supports and what 

are some of the steps you could take to encourage more natural avenues of support for your student.  

You know, it's okay to step back and I just encourage you to listen to this peer professional as she reflects 

on the impact of fading back that direct support and really letting peers provide some of the supports that 

she had really typically provided. 

WOMAN: That just would have me read to them, just having the other kids reading to them instead of me, 

I think it's just so much more comfortable for them to not have an adult standing right next to them all the 

time, helping them with everything, to have a peer next to them, giving them the help they need instead. 

WOMAN: Awesome. 

WOMAN: So really, I think the climate has become more communal, like, it's so much more of a 

community, you know, like, it's so much more comfortable.  Nobody's -- nobody's, you know, staring at 

Cassie when she comes in and everybody's so much more comfortable.  I just stand back and watch and 

redirect when I need to but I'm not there doing every little thing for Cassie. 

ERIK W. CARTER, PH.D.: In fact, this may even reflect the preferences of students themselves. 

WOMAN: I think that students are more open to ask for assistance or feel more comfortable with people 

who are there own age. 

ERIK W. CARTER, PH.D.: Finally, it's important to reflect on and I think even celebrate the progress your 

school's making towards supporting students with complex needs much more fully in the life of your 

school.  You know, in some ways, this really is a journey.  And so, we can be instructive to pause 

periodically along the way to reflect on the extent to which you are offering shared in inclusive activities, 

the extent to which you're connecting students to others within their school with common interests, that 

you're assigning valued and reciprocal roles within activities, that you're providing students with needed 

information and skills to be confident in their interactions and their support roles and that you're providing 

students just enough support to interact successfully.  One important focus of this reflection really should 

be on the relationships of students with disabilities in our school and the circle of relationships is one 

helpful reflection guide, one that you're probably familiar with.  So, who are the family members and the 

close connections in the lives of our students?  Who are the friends who look forward to seeing them and 

miss them when they're not there?  Who are the classmates or the club mates and other school mates 

with whom they spend time periodically throughout the day, those acquaintances?  And who are the 

school staff who are there to support students well?  Well, you know, if you reflect on the social 



 

 

connections of your students, you may find that for many of our students, only those inner and outer 

circles are filled with names.  Another area worth reflecting on is how the efforts your schools are making 

might be changing the broader school culture, you know, certainly students with and without disabilities 

who are part of the programs within your school, that they'll benefit from involvement.  But don't be 

surprised if the impact is even broader.  I want you to listen to how this parent of a peer without disability 

shares about the changes in student attitudes noticed by her son who is part of the school's peer partner 

program. 

WOMAN: When the camp first started, he came home and he said to me, "I'm possibly after the first 

event."  He said to me the -- his peers were kind of -- they were a little stand-offish, almost like they didn't 

know -- I think they had a meal together.  They shared pizza and ice cream in the cafeteria together.  And 

the buddies came and sat, you know, with their mentors and he said his friends were little nervous.  They 

didn't know what to do, they felt uncomfortable, and some of them got up and moved away and that 

annoyed him, that really annoyed him and -- but it was wonderful the way it opened that door for him to 

speak to his friends and start to include them in at lunch and the next lunch that they had, you know, 

include them and start to just integrate them into the whole -- into this change, into something different 

happening, you know, in the cafeteria and it's been -- it's been so amazing how he's seen -- he said to me 

how he's seen the acceptance, you know, from his peers and they recently had a -- I think they called it a 

lunch bunch in the cafeteria and he said his friends were, you know -- kept seats open.  He said, "I've got 

two buddies that are going to, you know, eat with us today."  They left seats open, they embraced him 

and actually, one of his friends has actually become a mentor, so, it's exciting.  It's very exciting. 

ERIK W. CARTER, PH.D.: So, consider carefully the steps that you might take to put in place the six 

elements that I've addressed in this session.  And I hope you also continue further in this series to explore 

the ways in which strategies such as peer partner programs or peer support arrangements might be 

implemented in your school to promote inclusion and learning and social connections for students with 

complex needs. 


