
 

 

ERIK W. CARTER PH.D.: Welcome to part four of this web-based professional development series 

focused on promoting inclusion and learning and relationships for students with complex needs.  In this 

fourth segment, I'll focus on pure support arrangements as an evidence-based approach for supporting 

academic and social participation within inclusive classrooms.  Now, over the last decade, increasing 

emphasis has been placed on insuring that students with complex needs have meaningful access to the 

general education curriculum.  And more and more students with disabilities are spending a greater 

proportion of their school day in the same classrooms as their peers without disabilities more than ever in 

the past.  And so the question arises about how best to support students to access those social and 

learning opportunities that are available within the general education classrooms.  Well, peer support 

arrangements have emerged as an especially promising approach for providing at least some of that 

needed support.  And in short, these interventions really involve equipping one or more peers from within 

the same classroom to provide academic and/or social support to their classmate with a significant 

disability.  But all of that's done while receiving needed assistance and supervision from 

paraprofessionals and/or general educators.  Listen closely to the principal at Fox Chapel High School as 

he reflects on their school shift from using peer-mediated strategies in their special education classrooms 

to establishing peer supports in the general education classroom.  And pay particular attention to the 

unanticipated benefits he highlights as he shares just a part of their school's journey. 

MAN: Typically, what we've done with our peer support is we've done them in only the live skills 

classroom within that setting.  What we did last year is we worked a little bit with the regular Ed setting as 

well.  We tried to find some natural peer supports within the classroom and we tried to support those 

students that were in the classroom that had IEPs through the natural peer supports that were in the 

classroom as well.  We're going to tweak that model.  We've learned a lot from how those students 

interact.  We know now that it's so much more than just that academic help and just trying to help the 

students with the academics.  It's giving those students in the classroom a sense of belonging.  It's giving 

those students in the classroom a purpose.  Someone that they look forward to going in there and setting 

with, someone who will always be there for them in a group and someone who just makes that classroom 

that much more comfortable form.  So by adding this extra layer into a regular Ed classroom, we're 

hoping that we'll be able to expand what we've been able to do and found successful with our peer 

supports program even into the regular Ed setting. 

ERIK W. CARTER Ph.D.: So a sense of belonging and social connections, having a learning partner.  

Well, in addition to these academic supports, all of our -- these are possible benefits that can come from 

this approach, at least one that's implemented well.  So what might the roles of peers be as they 

participate in these arrangements?  Well, the support models should always be individualized.  But 

students might facilitate their partner's participation in class activities.  They might provide frequent 

constructive feedback and encouragement.  They may model communication and other social related 

skills.  And they may promote interaction with other classmates.  You often see students providing 

support related to a student's progress on their IEP goals.  And they may even support aspects of a 



 

 

current behavioral support plan as this considered appropriate.  So I'll provide an overview of peer 

support arrangements here briefly but you'll get much more specific information about each step later in 

this session and in the next session as well.  So basically, peer support arrangements involve this.  It 

involves identifying students with severe disabilities who need assistance to participate in class activities.  

And then it involves recruiting peers from within the same classroom to help provide at least some of 

those supports.  You then arrange for students to sit next to each other.  And then before they do that, 

students and their classmates are oriented to their roles, you explain the rationale for involving peers and 

providing support and show those peers some basic strategies for supporting the academic and social 

participation of their classmate.  Next, you provide ongoing monitoring and assistance to peers and their 

partners throughout the entire semester as needed typically that support comes from a special educator 

or paraprofessional.  And gradually, paraprofessionals or special educators shift to a broader support role 

within the classroom and as directed by that special -- by that general education teacher.  So watch this 

short clip of peer support in action here in an art class. 

WOMAN: Look at all the white space, where do you want to put it? 

MAN: I think -- I think that one. 

WOMAN: Good. 

MAN: I have the -- I have… 

WOMAN: Will you push it down more for me? 

MAN: I have an -- I don't like this -- this got one here so… 

WOMAN: Don't you think we should cut it? 

MAN: Let me think. 

WOMAN: Do you want to try cutting it in smaller pieces?  No?  That's great.  Ready? 

MAN: All right.  I absolutely think that same--like I tell you I like it. 

WOMAN: Look up here. 

MAN: This one. 

WOMAN: Okay.  Only the white.  Oh, yeah.  Now, spread it. 

MAN: Yeah. 

WOMAN: Come on.  Let's try a couple more.  How about we move on to this? 

MAN: Yeah. 

WOMAN: Okay.  Do you want to do purple or white? 



 

 

ERIK W. CARTER PH.D.: And another glimpse of support here focusing on academic learning. 

MAN: Write down twenty-nine minus [inaudible].  Do you know how to solve it? 

MAN: Twenty nine minus four.  [inaudible] 

MAN: Okay.  What we're going to do is take three minus zero, okay?  That's [inaudible].  And then you 

can write a three down here. 

MAN: Nine, eight, seventy-five. 

MAN: That would be 53.  Okay? 

MAN: Oh, [inaudible] writing that says 700… 

ERIK W. CARTER PH.D.: In some ways, peer support arrangements are particularly promising because 

they offer a real alternative to the growing use of individually assigned adult supports in elementary and 

secondary schools.  You know, as I mentioned in the first session, there really is cause for some concern 

when students work exclusively with paraprofessionals or other adults in those one-to-one context within 

inclusive classrooms.  Of course, the purpose of these strategies isn't to replace paraprofessionals or any 

other adults.  But they do encourage teams to think differently about the roles that paraprofessionals 

might play in providing support within classrooms. 

WOMAN: As the school [inaudible] we certainly aren't looking for peer supports to replace 

paraprofessionals, just looking for -- as we move forward with peer supports, paraprofessionals may be 

able to provide support more to the entire classroom or more students of need instead of having each 

individual sitting with a disability possibly tied to one adult.  We found that peers are able to provide a 

natural support that benefits both sets -- both students. 

ERIK W. CARTER PH.D.: As this last teacher noted, it really can be a mutually beneficial strategy, a point 

that this general education art teacher articulates as she reflects on some of the potential advantages of 

involving peers and providing support within her classroom. 

WOMAN: So, what I love about teaching in the world of art is that we embrace diversity.  So when a 

student of special needs comes into the classroom, they only add to the mix.  For example, Will, in the 

class that we have right now is extremely social.  So he sits with his peer helper, not directly beside his 

peer helper but at the same table and he is part of that whole social network that exists in that class.  

What's great is you -- he sees his peer helper, Ellen, working really hard to learn something.  And so it 

enhances him wanting to learn something.  So we're all learning something.  It doesn't matter where you 

come from, what you walked into the room with or how hard you have been studying.  You're all working 

to get better at something and so that is enhanced by the quality of the room. 

ERIK W. CARTER PH.D.: So what are the basic steps for setting up peer support arrangements?  Well, 

as I mentioned before, it's a flexible support model that can and really should be individually tailored to 



 

 

meet the unique needs of a student with complex needs within a particular classroom.  In other words, 

there may be a core set of components and considerations that you need to address.  But each should be 

applied in personalized ways for a given student.  So I'm going to walk through the five basic steps that 

are shown on your screen, planning for meaningful participation in inclusive classrooms, selecting peers 

to provide support, orienting and equipping peers, supporting students as they work together and 

evaluating the impact and acceptability.  And each is elaborated on in much greater detail on our book on 

the topic.  So let's start with step one.  Well, meaningful collaborative planning is an essential element of 

inclusive education.  And it's just as true when you're implementing peer support arrangements.  When 

you craft a strong peer support plan, you're providing general educators and paraprofessionals as well as 

the students with a very clear idea of how they'll work together and support one another during various 

classroom activities that'll occur throughout the entire semester.  I recommend that the initial plan be 

develop by the educational team prior to selecting peers.  That said, remember that these are plans that 

are really dynamic and they ought to change based on what you're seeing in the classroom and the 

feedback you get from students and school staff and other sources of data and information that you 

collect.  Well, the planning process itself hasn't really been explicitly researched.  There are several 

issues that you should consider within a plan and at least the cushing and our colleagues recommend 

reflecting on the specific standards that inform curricula and instruction and assessment in the class of 

the expectations that teachers hold for all of the students who are in their classrooms, the IEP goals that 

a student will be working toward in that class and the avenues through which the student will be 

supported to participate in the array of learning and social opportunities existing within that classroom.  

So the first step then is to identify those specific grade level standards that are addressed within the 

classroom and discuss the ways in which the student with complex needs is going to meet each standard 

as well as any modifications that may be necessary.  The next step is to complete a classroom activity's 

assessment in which you document the different instructional formats that happen in the class, you hear 

like co-class instruction, small group instruction, independent seatwork, those sorts of things, the ways in 

each learning will be assessed for all students, the materials that students will need in class and the 

forms of assistance already available to students in that classroom, as well as any classroom specific 

rules and routines that all students are expected to follow.  Now this ensures that the team has a really 

clear picture of what being a member of that class really should look like.  Third, the team should consider 

which of the student's IEP goal should be met within the class and how those will get met.  And finally, the 

team would outline the specific supports that a student with this significant disability is going to need to 

participate in each of these class activities and then determines which of those supports will be provided 

by either school staff and which will be provided by peers.  And there's lots of ways you can do this sort of 

planning and you may already have strong process in place for doing this.  But an approach that we 

sometimes use for peer support planning specifically is to focus much more directly on the roles of peers 

and paraprofessionals in providing support to a student.  So with this tool that I show on the screen and 

you can download in your handouts, the team identifies specific strategies and general support 



 

 

approaches that can be drawn upon to support the student with disabilities during different segments of 

the class like toward the beginning of class maybe even before instruction has begun or during the whole 

class instruction or lecture or during small group activities, or during independent seatwork or even 

towards the end of classes, instruction is concluded.  So within each of these five segments that occur in 

the classroom, the team identifies ways in which the student with complex needs, who in this case is 

Brad, can participate in those ongoing class activities.  They also identify the specific ways that peers in 

the middle column could support Brad to do so.  And then finally some ideas for how the paraprofessional 

listed as the facilitator in the last column could really encourage interactions and promote the student's 

active participation.  So that initial plan, of course, you'll later -- with peers during your orientation session 

and then you can add their ideas in for supporting the student's participation in the classroom.  The 

advantage of an approach like this is it really provides paraprofessionals and peers kind of a menu of 

support options that can be drawn upon it appropriate times and that's in lieu of some sort of scripted 

instructional plan for any particular day.  So a plan like this really needs to be created as part of a 

collaboration among the educational team.  You know, collaboration and communication are absolutely 

essential in all areas of Special Education Services but particularly here.  And it's at the core of what 

we're called to do in schools. 

WOMAN: My advice to other teachers when it comes to inclusion and peer supports is to be open-

minded, understanding that things are always changing, things aren't the way they were even just a few 

years ago.  And that they need to be supportive of each other and of the students.  And I think just open 

communication with learning support teachers, regular Ed teachers, everyone needs to communicate 

because honestly, that's what we're here for is for the students.  We're not here for us, we're here for 

them and we need to do the best that we can do in order to do that, so. 

ERIK W. CARTER PH.D.: So, once an initial plan is in place, that attention turns to selecting and inviting 

peers to participate.  And peers are going to be the ones who are providing academic and social support 

to their classmate with complex needs.  But they've also kind of more informally model appropriate, social 

and classroom skills and they strive to make connections among their partner and other students in the 

class.  And so you can imagine that the success of these strategies is really going to depend on the 

degree to which students with and without disabilities work well together in mutually beneficial ways.  And 

so selecting the right peers really can make all the difference.  Well, I wish there was a formula like I've 

got on the screen for picking exactly the right peers.  It's really clear that this is a much more art than 

science.  But when you look at the studies that have been conducted on peer-mediated strategies, what 

you'll see is that peers without disabilities are often selected on the basis of having good interpersonal or 

social skills or maybe on the basis of having interest in common with the student they'll be supporting or 

having an appropriate classroom behavior or consistent attendance or high social status or maybe a 

history of being reliable and dependable.  In other studies, priorities have been given to peers who the 

student with disability wants to get to know, who's already had some experience working with their 

classmates or who regularly volunteered to help other students in the class or maybe who are the same 



 

 

gender or same age as the focused student.  I would again say students with high incidents disabilities 

are who themselves struggle academically really should not be overlooked as potential support providers.  

So when you're deciding whom to invite, you should also consider how many students to involve in these 

arrangements.  And usually one or two peers is the best route to go.  Although, you know, as many as 

four peers have participated in some classroom-based interventions.  What found is it involving more than 

one peer in a given class can expand social interaction opportunities and really also allow peers to 

alternate, completing their own work while supporting classmate's participation.  When you only involve 

one peer, it can mean there are gaps in support when that peer is absent or has other work to complete.  

I typically recommend two to three peers, but, you know, involving too many students can actually be 

counterproductive in result in peers interacting more with each other than providing support to their 

partner.  So you can invite peers to participate using a wide variety of approaches.  And each has its own 

strength and weaknesses.  You know, educators, paraprofessionals, other school staff could identify 

students who they think would be especially effective in this role and then personally invite them to get 

involved.  That's probably the most widely used approach to at least within the research literature.  But be 

careful not to overlook students who might not be the seemingly obvious first choice.  You know, students 

themselves who are kind of on the margins or struggling academically in the class can actually make 

excellent peer supports.  Sometimes though teachers will make brief class announcements about the 

general availability of opportunities to provide support throughout semester, they might ask interested 

students to talk with them outside the class for more detail.  This latter approach provides an avenue for 

students to volunteer for this role when educators might not have initially considered them.  Other 

teachers simply implement peer-mediated strategies for all students in their class like class peer tutoring 

or cooperative learning groups.  Or they might opt to rotate students in and out of peer support 

arrangement over the course of the semester or school year.  That increases the number of peers who 

have the opportunity to get to know and to work closely with the focused student.  Another approach, of 

course, is to bring in peers from other classrooms who maybe signed up for a peer buddy or a peer 

tutoring class.  Of course, I would strongly recommend asking the student who will be receiving support 

about the peers with whom they'd most like to work and perhaps get to know.  But regardless of the 

approach you use, it can be helpful to provide interested peers with a brief description of the proposed 

role.  Maybe an overview of the time commitment, some general information about the student with whom 

they'll be working and an opportunity to ask any questions.  Well, you might be surprised to discover that 

multiple students might be interested in serving as a peer support.  And if that happens, you may want to 

meet individually with interested students to learn more about why they're interested in serving in this role.  

That kind of conversation can also help you determine what sorts of expectations and peers and supports 

that peers might need.  So I put on the screen some examples of the sorts of questions you might ask.  

And, of course, you can adapt these questions as you see fit.  The third step is to provide participating 

students with some targeted information and strategies prior to beginning their support roles in the 

classroom.  An initial orientation session can really help clarify the goals of the peer support arrangement, 



 

 

can provide an overview of any expectations related to the new role and it can really enable students to 

learn more about their classmates with complex needs and the best ways to support his or her class 

involvement.  And it can also help ensure students really do feel confident in their new roles and also 

well-supported by school staff.  So as a school team, you're going to need to arrive at answers to several 

questions.  Who's going to leave the orientation sessions?  When and where will the sessions be held?  

And what topics will you address?  And which students will be encouraged to attend?  And we have 

typically done orientation sessions in maybe a 30 to 45-minute span of time.  And it can be done during 

an advisory period or study hall, maybe over lunch or before and after school.  And while these sessions 

could conceivably led -- be led by anyone in the school like a learning support teacher or a counselor or a 

general educator, we found that they are most commonly facilitated by the person who will be directly 

supporting the students with and without disabilities as they work together in a classroom.  And that might 

be a special educator or a paraprofessional.  Now, as peer support arrangements become more widely 

used within your school, you could then eventually bring together multiple peers who are serving in this 

role in different classrooms and bring them all together at the same time for kind of a group orientation 

session.  Now, the topics that you might address will vary depending on the goals of the student who's 

receiving support and this specific setting in which students are working together.  So some of the topics 

that you might address could include the primary reasons for involving peers actively and supporting their 

classmate with disabilities, the specific goals associated with a particular arrangement, information about 

the interest, talents and school activities of their partner with disabilities, the educational goals of their 

partner for that classroom, but broadly describe in ways that don't breach confidentiality, or the 

importance of maintaining privacy and respectful language.  Other topics might include basic instructional 

and support strategies like modeling and reinforcing and effective prompting and constructive feedback.  

You might address strategies for interacting with someone who uses technology or communication 

system, ideas for effectively motivating and encouraging their partner, possible avenues for increasing 

interactions among their partner and other peers in the classroom, guidance on when to seek assistance 

from educators or paraprofessionals, or really any other responsibilities and expectations that are specific 

to their roles in that particular classroom.  And you might also emphasize that their primary role as a 

student in that class is, of course, to attend to and complete their own classroom work.  So this would be 

the time when you would actually share your initial draft to the peer support plan with the students and 

invite their feedback and their ideas.  So I'll pause here and wrap up this session having covered just the 

first three steps.  So we've talked about the importance of planning for meaningful participation, about the 

avenues for inviting peers to serve and academic and social support roles, as well as the strategies for 

orienting students with or without disabilities to their roles within these interventions.  In the last session, 

I'll address how school staff might assist students as they work with one another in the classroom and 

perhaps, most important, I'll describe a variety of ways in which you can document the impact and the 

accessibility of these approaches.  So please stay tuned for the final session. 


