
Promoting Inclusion With 
Peer Support Arrangements
EVIDENCE-BASED PRACTICES



Matt Brock is an Associate Professor of Special Education 

at Ohio State University and a faculty associate at the 

Crane Center for Early Childhood Research and Policy. 

He has two lines of research that both focus on students 

with severe disabilities who have autism, intellectual 

disability, or multiple disabilities. Specifically, he is 

interested in inclusion and peer-mediated intervention, 

and preparing teachers and paraprofessionals to 

implement evidence-based practices.

Matthew Brock, PhD
Associate Professor of Special Education
Ohio State University



● Accessing the Potential Benefits of Inclusion

● The Reciprocal Benefits of Peer-Mediated Intervention

● Peer Support Arrangements in Inclusive Settings

● How to Implement Peer Support Arrangements

○ Selecting Peers

○ Planning

○ Meeting with Peers

○ Supporting Peers and the student with a severe disability

● Beyond Peer Support Arrangements

What We’ll Talk About Today



Accessing the general education curriculum

● Learning grade-level content alongside peers

Social and communication development

● Learning social norms

● Practicing communication and social skills with peers

● Seeing good social models

● Building relationships and friendships

Potential Benefits of Inclusion

Realizing these benefits requires intentional planning and support



● Fewer interactions with peers

● Less general education teacher involvement

● Separate curriculum

● Insular relationships

Individually Assigned Support in Inclusive Settings
Associated with:

Malmgren & Causton-Theoharis, 2006; Giangreco, Broer, & Edelman, 2001



Peer Support Arrangements





Peers
● Facilitate student participation in class activities

● Provide frequent feedback and encouragement

● Model communication and other skills

● Promote interaction with other classmates

● Support progress related to IEP goals

● Support current behavior intervention plans, as appropriate

Peer Supports as an Alternative to Direct Support
One or more peers without disabilities providing ongoing social and academic 
support to classmates with disabilities within the classroom.



● Contrary to a common misconception, there is 
strong evidence that  peer-mediated 
intervention have no negative effects on 
peers academic behaviors (e.g., Jimenez, 
Browder, Spooner, & Dibiase, 2012)

● In fact, there is evidence that interacting more 
with students with IDD may increase students 
engagement in class (Carter, Cushing, Clark, & 
Kennedy, 2005; Schaefer, Cannella-Malone, & 
Brock, 2017)

Outcomes for Peers Without Disabilities



● Peer-mediated have also lead to increases in:

○ Peers’ report of the quality of interactions (i.e., their rating of how enjoyable 
a conversation was) (e.g., Carter, Hughes, Guth, & Copeland, 2005)

○ Peers’ perceptions about students with IDD (e.g., Piercy, Wilton, 
& Townsend, 2002)

○ Peers’ report of friendships formed with students with IDD that may maintain 
overtime (Carter et al., 2016)

● Descriptive evidence also suggests that these interventions may provide 

meaningful character education to peers (e.g., providing opportunities to discuss 
diversity and equality)

Outcomes for Peers Without Disabilities



Students with disabilities who are supported by peers may...

● Have more interactions with classmates
● Be more actively engaged in class activities
● Turn to peers for assistance instead of relying only on adults for help

Peers providing support to classmates with disabilities may...

● Develop a new friendship
● Gain a better understanding of and attitude toward people with disabilities
● Know how to interact with someone with complex communication challenges

Reciprocal Benefits of Peer Supports



● Aim to select 2–3 peers

● Identifying prospective peers

○ Talk with students

○ Talk with general education teacher

Step 1: Selecting and Inviting Peers



● Which peers in the class already know the student and are considered to be a friend?

● Who has shown an interest in getting to know the student in the past?

● Who has consistent attendance in class?

● Who seems willing to help other students in class?

● Who would model positive behaviors for the student?

● Who has good interpersonal skills?

● Which students seem willing to learn?

What makes a good peer partner?



● Talk individually with students

This conversation can happen between classes, during lunch, at a club meeting, 
or another time you would typically interact with students.

● Talk to the entire class

Present the opportunity very generally to the class to see who may be interested. 
The peer supports should be presented as a general opportunity for students 
to support another student in the classroom.

● Ask peers who agree to participate if they have recommendations 
for other classmates who might also want to be a peer support.

Ways to Invite Peers



● Reflect on classroom activities
○ What is the typical classroom routine and expectations?

● Accommodations, Modifications, and Supports

○ What activities can the student do on his/her own without accommodations, 
modifications, or extra supports?

○ What activities could the student do with the right technology or equipment? 
accommodations

○ What activities will need to be modified so that the student with a severe disability 
can be successful? (modifications)

○ What activities can the student to with help from another classmate? 
peer support

○ What activities might require some occasional or ongoing help from an adult? 
adult support

Step 2: Planning



Example One of Peer Support Plan
The Biology class is a great place for Brad to work on goals related to developing social and 
conversational skills, as well as expanding his typing and writing skills. Below are some ideas 
for how Brad might become more involved in class activities during Biology, as well as some 
ideas for how the peers at Brad’s table could support him. 

At the beginning of class Brad could:

● Talk quietly with his peers (when it is okay with the teacher)

● Pass out worksheets or other materials to the class

● Listen and respond to Ms. Hale do attendance

● Boot up his laptop, if he will be taking notes in class



Example One of Peer Support Plan

At the beginning of class peers could:

● Ask Brad about his day or upcoming school events

● Help Brad pass out any worksheets

● Make sure Brad has all of the same materials for class, such as a book, worksheets, 
lab materials, etc.

● Help Brad get out his notebook, pen, paper, etc. for class



Example One of Peer Support Plan

At the beginning of class the facilitator could:

● Try to draw some of the peers at the table into conversation with Brad—
you may have to do some modeling or give them some ideas of things 
they could ask about or prompt Brad to ask questions of his peers. 

● Make sure Brad has the same materials as his classmates, such as a book, 
any worksheets, paper, pencil, lab materials, etc.

● Look through the materials quickly to see if there are any things that 
could be adapted readily



Example One of Peer Support Plan

When there are small group or lab activities Brad could:

● Listen to Ms. Hale as she presents instructions to the class

● Participate in the small group or lab activity

● Ask peers for help doing his part of the activity



Example One of Peer Support Plan

When there are small group or lab activities peers could:

● Make sure Brad has all of the same materials for the activity as they do

● Give Brad opportunities to make choices about or give input into the activity

● Even if Brad can’t do all of an activity, he can probably still do a part of it

● Encourage brad with lots of positive feedback



Example One of Peer Support Plan

When there are small group or lab activities the facilitator could:

● Make sure Brad has the same materials as his classmates fo the activity

● Always brainstorm ways Brad can be engaged—even in small ways—
in the activity: Can he mark the groups answers on the worksheet? 
Can he be asked his opinion about an answer?

● Give peers ideas for questions they can ask Brad or ways the can involve him—
think creatively!

● Let the peers know when they are doing a great job supporting Brad

● Give Brad examples of questions he can ask his classmates



● Walking with them from one class to the next

● Talking about their interests and things they do outside of school 
(when okay with the teacher)

● Helping keep their assignments and class materials organized

● Reminding them how to follow established classroom routines

● Helping them to pass out class materials

Some General Ideas for Peer Support



● Helping them to pass out class materials

● Encouraging interactions with other students in the class

● Helping them check the accuracy of their assignments and class work

● Sharing notes or assisting them to take complete notes

● Paraphrasing parts of lectures or rephrasing key ideas

● Encouraging them to answer a question or contribute an idea during class discussion

● Writing down answers they give verbally or when using a communication device

Some General Ideas for Peer Support



● Offering additional examples of a concept or ideas

● Demonstrating how to complete a problem

● Highlighting important information in the text or on a worksheet

● Reviewing course content to ensure understanding

● Supporting involvement in cooperative group activities

● Motivating and encouraging them when they get frustrated

● Encouraging them to use their communication device (if they have one)

Some General Ideas for Peer Support



1. Introductions

2. Rationale for Peer Support Strategies

3. Background of Student with a severe disability

4. General Goals in the Class

○ Conversing more with peers

○ Increasing class involvement

○ Getting to know other classmates

○ Using alternative communication system (if applicable)

○ Making choices

Step 3: Meeting with Peers



5. Confidentiality and Respectful Language

6. Expectations

○ Sitting together with student during class

○ Supporting student during class activities

○ Introducing student to other classmates

○ Working together with other peer supports

○ Communicating and taking direction from facilitator

7. Peer Support Strategies

○ See peer support plan

Step 3: Meeting with Peers



8. When to Seek Assistance

9. Discussion and Questions

○ Eliciting what peers hope to benefit

○ Encouraging peers to contribute their own ideas

10. What happens next

○ Outlining next steps

○ Emphasizing that taking on support role can be gradual

Step 3: Meeting with Peers



Step 4: Support Through Facilitation

Prompt Reinforce Provide Information

Social 
Interactions

Encourage or 
suggest a way for 
the focus student 
to interact with 
peers, or the peer 
to interact with the 
focus student.

Praise the focus 
student for his 
interactions with 
peers, or the peers 
for their interactions 
with the focus 
student.

Provide information to peers that might help peers 
to better interact with the student, including 
information about:

● How student communicates
● Interpreting student’s behavior
● The student’s interests
● Possible conversational topics

Academic 
Support

Encourage or 
suggest a way for 
peers to work with 
the focus student 
to help him 
participate in class.

Praise the peers for 
the way they are 
working with the 
focus student to 
help him participate 
in class.

Provide information to peers so that they 
might better support the student, including 
information about:

● Strengths and needs
● Accommodations and modifications
● Instructional strategies



1. Think of a student with a 
severe disability

2. Reflect on a class or time period 
that he/she spend in a general 
education setting

3. Think about the routine and 
classroom expectations

Starting a Plan



● Peer support arrangements have been 
shown to:

○ Increase interactions with peers

○ Maintain high levels of 
academic engagement

○ Sometimes develop relationships that 
last after the class

● However, you cannot assume that peers 
and students with IDD that interact well in 
the context of a peer support arrangement 
will carry their relationship over

Beyond Peer Support Arrangements



Don’t Assume Relationships Will Carry Over



● Other interventions may also need to be 
layered on top of peer support 
arrangements to:

○ Improve social skills

○ Improve communication skills

○ Achieve specific academic goals

● Ensuring increased engagement in different 
school environments, may require direct 
support in each of those places

Combine Efforts in Other Areas



● Plan collaboratively with other teachers, related service providers, families, 
and peers to provide support in all environments

● Set goals that target skills used in multiple environments

● Think about how the roles of the student with IDD, their peers, and the adults 
supporting both of them change across environments

Utilize a Team Across Environments





● To download an article with step-by-step directions for implementing 
peer support arrangements, go to go.osu.edu/PeerSupportArticle

● To download an article focused on spreading peer connections 
across the school day, go to go.osu.edu/AcrossSchoolDay

Resources



Questions?
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