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In the cafeteria at East High School the
two larger, circular tables to the left
were apparently the tables informally
designated for the students labeled
with intellectual and developmental
disabilities. Joshua sat in his wheel-
chair at one of the tables with another
youtig man in a wheelchair, one male
student and one female student each
with Down syndrome, and three other
students. Tlvo paraeducators sat at the
next table over watching the students
closely. The nearest students without
disabilities were a few tables away.
There seemed to be a barrier of empty
or mostly empty tables between the two
groups of students. Stephanie was the
otily student without a disability to
ventare close to the tables, high-ßvitig
Joshua and telling him that she would
see him after her next class. The stu-
dents labeled with intellectual and
developmental disabilities had all fin-
ished their lunches and waited quietly
for the bell. The other students moved
constantly, throwing food, laughing,
smiling, and running by in pairs or
small groups.

Stephanie laier explained this
apparent divide:
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They [students without disabili-
ties! see that they [students
labeled with intellectual and
developmental disabilitiesj are
different and they feel threatened
by them or scared when they are
around them because they don't
know what to do and stuff. They
[students labeled with intellectu-
al and developmental disabili-
tiesj are usually alone at lunch
at their own table all the time
and everyone knows it so they
stay away and just talk about
them, ¡t would be better if they
could just eat with all of us and
make it not so weird.

Like others their age. teenagers labeled
with autism spectrum disorders (ASD)
or other developmental disabilities
(DD) want friends in their lives, yet
this rarely happens. Researchers and
people with disabilities through auto-
biographies and memoirs report that
many people labeled with ASD or
other developmental disabilities are
lonely (Amado, 2004; Gauston-
Theoharis, Ashby. & Cosier, 2009;
Jobling, Moni, & Nolan, 2000; McVilly,
Stancliffe, Parmenter, & Burton-Smith,

2006a. 2006b), that the only people in
their lives are paid to be there (Jorgen-
sen, Schuh, & Nisbet. 2006; StruUy &
Strully, 1985), and that what they
want most of all is a friend (Biklen,
2005; Gauston-Theoharis et al., 2009;
Gillingham & McGlennen, 2003). Much
of the literature suggests that friend-
ships and social interactions between
students labeled with ASD or other
developmental disabilities and stu-
dents without disabilities are more
prevalent during the elementary years
than in secondary school settings
(Garter & Hughes, 2005; Gutts & Siga-
foos, 2001; Staub, 1998; Strully &
Strully, 1984, 1985). How can educa-
tors help students achieve friendships
in today's inclusive high schools? Who
is responsible for and available to help
facilitate friendships hetween high
school students with and without ASD
or other developmental disabilities?

Much has been written on the roles
and responsibilities of paraeducators in
inclusive classrooms related to instruc-
tion (Gauston-Theoharis. Giangreco,
Doyle, & Vadasy, 2007; Patterson,
2006), behavioral support (Marks,
Schrader, & Levine, 1999), and their



supervision by general and special
educators [Carnban, Williamson,
Clarke, & Sorenson, 2009; Pickett,
2008: Wallace. Shin. Bartholomay. &
Stahl, 2001). Paraeducators are defined
as school support staff who work
under the direction of a certified
teacher and assist students with
instruction, social/emotional/behav-
ioral skills, and sometimes, personal
care. Paraeducalors are also known by
terms such as teacber assistant, aide,
and paraprofessional (Pickett, 2008).
Few authors have focused primarily on
the specific opportunities for paraedu-
cators to help facilitate friendships
between students without disabilities
and students labeled with ASD or otber
developmental disabilities, especially at
the high school level. Goessling {2002}
in a review of "teacher assistant of the
year nominations" from principals and
teachers, found tbat paraeducators who
supplied treats from McDonald's,
brought cakes to school, and made
costumes were most frequently nomi-
nated, wbereas only 2 out of 65 men-
tioned peer interactions.

The concept of physical proximity
has been identified as an important
ingredient in the development of
friendships between peers with and
without disabilities (Ciangreco & Broer,
2005; Giangreco, Edelman, Luiselli, &
MacFarland, 1997). Recent legal deci-
sions uphold the dangers of proximity,
stressing that if the presence of a
paraeducator resulted in a negative
impact on potential social benefits,
then requests for one-to-one assistance
would be denied (Elscheidt, 2005).
Causton-Tbeoharis and Malmgren
(2005a, 2005b) discussed general
strategies to help paraprofessionals
increase the interactions between ele-
mentary school students with severe
disabilities and their typical peers.
However, multiple strategies and spe-
cific implementation techniques are
necessary to assist paraeducators in
this important role at the high school
level.

Why are paraeducators uniquely
qualified to facilitate friendships? This
sbiiuld be the responsibility of both
general educators and special educa-
tors, especially if the student has a

social goal witii sbort-term objectives
or benchmarks to address functional
needs in social skills on his or her indi-
vidualized education program (IEP).
However, in inclusive high schools
many students interact with six to
eight teachers in a day, making it diffi-
cult for one teacher to know all of the
social dynamics of each classroom, the
culture of transitions between classes,
and tbe various ways that groups of
students interact. High schools are
largely structured without much time
for students to direct tbeir own interac-
tions (Milner, 2004). Therefore, the ten-
dency is for quick, informal interac-
tions between high scbool students
during tbeir school days. For example,
two students may whisper or subtly
motion to meet after class during a lec-
ture when tbe teacher turns to face the
Smartboard. Others may pass a note or
text message. In her qualitative study.
Schnorr (1997) found that the peak
times for social interactions in second-
ary school settings were before and

between classes, during the beginning
of class, during seatwork following a
lesson, during breaks and transitions,
and during work on shared activities.
Based on our qualitative observations,
we would include lunch and shared
free periods as well.

Paraeducators are uniquely "placed"
to facilitate friendships. They often
spend tbe most time with the student
labeled with ASD or developmental
disabihties, especially during tbe
socially rich time of hallway transitions
and luncb. Paraeducators are often
more familiar witb tbe culture of each
classroom and the opportunities for
both academic and social interactions
witbin them. Paraeducators often work
directly with students without disabili-
ties and are sometimes seen as more
approachable by students than general
educators or special educators.

Secondary paraeducators who work
with students with ASD uind other
developmental disabilities have many
responsibilities. These include academic
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support, social and behavioral support,
data collection, and collaboration with
other educators. None of these roles
are in conflict with friendship facilita-
tion. The roles of paraeducators contin-
ually overlap—for example, a coopera-
tive history project may be the best
opportunity of the week for friendship
facilitation. An IEP objective with
benchmark data on the use of social
stories to enhance peer interactions
clearly overlaps with friendship goals.

Paraeducators can play an important
role in friendship facilitation and main-
tenance as many students labeled with
autism or other developmental disabili-
ties look to them for that specific assis-
tance. Broer, Doyle, and Giangreco
(2005) interviewed postsecondary stu-
dents with intellectual disabilities
about their experiences with paraedu-
cators. The students identified four
roles of paraeducators—mother, friend,
protector, and primary teacher. The
researchers saw all these roles as prob-
lematic in the effort to help these stu-
dents develop friendships. Most of the
participants interviewed felt that the
roles of friend and mother, especially.

Strategies and Implementotion
Techniques

Three strategies stood out during our
observations and interviews:

• Adults fade back

• Prompt to be social

• Comiect with peers

The strategies were implemented by
paraeducators primarily providing full-
time one-to-one support to students
labeled with ASD or other developmen-
tal disabilities with functional goals
focusing on social skills, social interac-
tions, or friendships on their IEPs.
Recognizing that, "Effective adult sup-
port requires finesse, subtlety, and ele-
gance" (Causton-Theoharis, 2009, p.
37), each strategy includes several spe-
cific implementation techniques or
considerations to enhance possibilities
for success.

Adults Fade Back

Because the immediate presence of a
paraeducator by the side of a student
labeled with ASD or other developmen-
tal disabilities can he a barrier to social

Paraeducators can play an important role in

friendship facilitation, but they can also present

barriers to friendships and inclusive education.

reduced their self-esteem and isolated
and stigmatized them. Paraeducators
can play an important role in friend-
ship facilitation, but they can also pres-
ent barriers to friendships and inclu-
sive education.

This article reviews several strate-
gies and specific considerations for
their systematic implementation that
were observed by the authors and used
successfully hy paraeducators in multi-
ple high school settings. Through qual-
itative analysis (Bogdan & Biklen,
1998) of conversations with high
school students with and without dis-
abilities, as well as hundreds of hours
of observations in high schools, we
identified several important paraeduca-
tor strategies to help facilitate and/or
maintain friendships.

interactions, an effective strategy to
facilitate friendships is for the paraedu-
cator to strategically back away from
the student when other classmates are
near (Causton-Theoharis & Malmgren,
2005a, 2005b). The goal is to replicate
findings hy Giangreco. Edelman, Lui-
selli, & MacFarland (1997) that when
adults back away from a student, class-
mates fill that space. However, social
interactions and friendships do not just
happen! Thus, the particular manner in
which this strategy is enacted or imple-
mented becomes crucial to its level of
success.

One implementation technique for
this strategy is that the paraeducator
create a fictional task when he or she
notices a potential or impending social
interaction:

The science class (HS seniors)
worked in the library's computer
lab for a research project. Shaf-
fer, a young man with autism,
read a list of article abstracts on
the computer. Mariah, sitting to
Shaffer's right, looked over at
what he was doing, ignoring her
own work. Shaffer's one-to-one
paraeducator Mrs. Garcia, sitting
to Shaffer's left, stood up and
started walking down the aisle
toward the door. She turned back
to explain what she was doing.
"1 just have to get something out
of my bag. I'll be right back."
Mariah then asked Shaffer,
"Which one do you think will be
good?" Mrs. Garcia stood by her
bag with her hands inside it, but
she did not pull anything out.

Additional examples of the fictional
task technique include checking the
printer for printed material, photocopy-
ing something, and speaking with a
colleague. All of these can be done in
full view of the students if that is a
concern.

The second implementation tech-
nique for this strategy is that the parae-
ducator prepare the student ahead of
time for a social interaction with a
nondisabled peer:

Before a science field trip to the
creek behind the school, Erik's
paraeducator Mr. Hextall said.
"Erik, you're going to be hanging
out with Brody and his friend
during the field trip, okay? I am
going to hang back a bit, so you
should hang out with them as
much as possible."

This technique allows the adult to
fade before the actual interaction takes
place, which preserves the spontaneity
of interactions between peers. It is
effective to incorporate social stories
(Gray, 2000; Gray & Garand, 1993),
sentence starters, and other visual sup-
ports into this technique.

The third implementation technique
for this strategy is that the paraeduca*
tor pulls in nondisabled peers as he or
she fades back:

During a pumpkin carving party
in Mrs. Smith's room, Shane, a
young man with autism, stood
quietly on his own while others
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were talking to each other and
getting started on their pump-
kins. He started talking to him-
self a little louder and twirling
his hands a bit. Shane's paraedu-
cator Mr. Lee immediately
walked over to him. put his hand
on Shane's shoulder and said,
"Here, you can sit here. Shane."
He showed him his seat and
then turned to two female stu-
dents nearby and said, "Do you
guys know Shane?" They did
not, so Mr. Lee introduced them
and then walked away so they
could talk.

This technique involves intentional
facilitation by the paraeducator as he
or she directly pulls peers without dis-
abilities into the interaction. It is
important to recognize that this tech-
nique tends to be easier for more out-
going personalities.

Prompt to Be Social

One afternoon in history class,
Megan's teacher handed out
large manila envelopes contain-
ing all of the students' home-
work to date and a cumulative
grade. The students looked
immediately to find their grades.
Megan's one-to-one paraeducator
immediately put her envelope in
her bag even though she had not
yet looked at it. Other students
complained and cheered respec-
tively. Students asked each other
about their grades until the
teacher began to review for the
exam 30 seconds later.

Inherent to this strategy is that the
paraeducalor looks for any and all
opportunities for the student with ASD
or other developmental disabilities to
interact socially with peers. This exam-
ple was a perfect opportunity for
Megan to converse socially with her
classmates about their grades. It was
quick, but she could have received
acknowledgment for her grade, which
actually was one of the highest in the
class and could have been a form of
social capital. However, her paraeduca-
tor put the envelope away, and within
seconds the teacher had called the
class to order. Thus, a rare social
opportunity during the high school day

was missed. In addition, Megan may
have wanted to view her grades.

This strategy actually has two parts:
(1) Look for any and all social opportu-
nities, and (2) prompt the student to
engage successfully in the social oppor-
tunity.

When the bell rang, Kaya walked
out with Carlos. She stopped at
her locker and said, "Bye,
Carlos." Carlos replied, "Bye,"
but very quietly [as he tended to
do], and she did not hear him.
His one-to-one paraeducator, Ms.
Earmer, whispered to him, "Say
it louder." Carlos said a little
louder, "Bye, Kaya." She smiled
and then turned back to her
locker.

The prompt for a louder good-bye
in this scenario allowed the interaction
to continue past an abrupt ending to
an appropriate ending that was both
typical and reciprocal. Paraeducators
can and should prompt students
labeled with ASD or other develop-
mental disabilities to speak more loud-
ly or more clearly, to greet someone,
to use a communication board or
device to have a social conversation,
to maintain a conversation for a longer
amount of time, to listen to a commu-
nication partner, to talk about what a
communication partner wants to talk
about, to raise his or her hand in class
to answer a question, to ask someone
to sit together at lunch or play at
recess, and so many more:

On one of the last days of
school, Mrs. Garcia and I
watched the seniors leave the
cafeteria together for an end of
the school year assembly in the
auditorium, arm in arm, hooting
and hollering, armed with con-
fetti and streamers. Shaffer
slowed down near us as he
walked by with Mariah and
other classmates, but then Mrs.
Garcia waved him on, imploring
him with her eyes to stay with
them, and he did.

Connect with Peers

One effective strategy to increase social
interactions between students with and
without severe disabilities has been for
special educators to formally develop

peer supports as an alternative to
paraeducator support (Carter, Siseo,
Melekoglu, & Kurkowski, 2007). In the
absence of a formal peer support pro-
gram, paraeducators can implement
individualized strategies to connect
peers who may not naturally connect
on their own, resulting in informal
peer supports and greater potential for
friendships.

One of the paraeducators who was
focused on facilitating social interac-
tions and friendships suggested one
technique for connecting students:

The one thing that I can think of
is just, if Todd was in a club or
something and there was anoth-
er kid in the club instead of an
adult going with him, wouldn't
it be nice for that student to
come to Todd at the end of the
day here and say. "Come on,
Todd. We're going to whatever
club.". . . Because they know
we work with him and we're
with him all the time, but
wouldn't it be nice not to be
there?

Extended beyond this specific exam-
ple, this technique involves students
without disabilities providing supports
that paraeducators might typically pro-
vide such as pushing a wheelchair or
helping someone collect water samples
from the stream behind the school.

7'he second implementation tech-
nique for connecting peers who may
not naturally connect on their own
is to brainstorm specific strategies
around proximity and similarity.
Among children and young adoles-
cents, the most important precondi-
tions for friendship are proximity and
familiarity (Staub, 1998; Thompson &
Grace. 2001), Mutual activities become
important in friendships during early
school years and remain essential to
friendships through adolescence (Clark
& Ayers, 1993). Early adolescents
appear to be similar to their friends in
their orientation toward school and
toward contemporary teen culture
(Berndt. 1982; Rubin, 1985).

The general decision to join a
school club would be an example of a
strategy focusing on both increasing
time near classmates and time spent
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with those who share interests. Stra-
tegically scheduling two students dur-
ing the same homeroom or free period
would be a strategy focusing on
proximity. Explaining to classmates
without disabilities that Erik also plays
chess or that Todd loves the Red Sox
reflects an attempt to help peers recog-
nize common interests or a common
orientation to peer culture.

Paraeducators can play crucial roles
in this technique, They can offer cru-
cial input to the brainstorming session,
and they will be the ones to inform
classmates without disabilities abotit
similarity to peers labeled with ASD or
developmental disabilities.

The third impletnentation technique
is similar to the fictional task technique
described earlier. By making a purpose-
ful error, a paraeducator can effectively
connect two students out of supposed
necessity. Purposeful errors are incon-
sequential slips that require students to
either share materials or work together
to solve them. They can include "for-
getting" a pencil or a worksheet need-

in past research as stated earlier. It also
reflects possible role confusion in that
the paraeducators sitting one or two
tables over seemed to act as if their
goal was to control or to protect "their
students" rather than to support them
to be independent, to work toward a
social goal on the IEP, or to make a
friend. Making this distinction can clar-
ify the paraeducator role of facilitating
friendships and social interactions. As
with providing specific academic sup-
ports, collecting data, or other roles, it
is crucial to identify individualized
social goals and to describe in detail
the ways that paraeducators may sup-
port students to achieve them.

In order to avoid implementing
strategies within an inherently flawed
structure, it is helpful to consider the
following beliefs and strategies before
attempting to facilitate friendships:

• Recognize that the student wants to
have a friend.

• Believe that the student would
make a great friend.

By making a purposeful error, a paraeducator can

effectively connect two students out of supposed necessity.

ed for a lesson, leaving one's sweat-
shirt in the gym locker room, forgetting
a book in the library, and any other
variation on these. The result is that
students who may not have interacted
on their own may tend each other
materials or walk together through the
halls.

Purposeful errors, like the other
strategies, do not lead directly to
friendships, but they increase social
interactions during the high school day,
which maintains—and sometimes
increases—the potential for friendship.

Considercrtions for
Implementation

The example at the beginning of this
article clearly demonstrates one way
that paraeducators can become hteral
barriers to interactions between high
school students with and without ASD
or other developmental disabilities.
That example reflects the proximity
issue that has been well-documented
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• Focus on the specific social times of
the high school day.

• Be aware of your (the paraeduca-
tor's) influence on student social
interactions.

Recognize That the Student
Wants to Have a Friend

Especially for students labeled with
ASD who are diagnostically defined as
having a "qualitative impairment in
social interaction" (American Psychi-
atric Association, 2000, p. 607), para-
educators (and general and special
educators) may not believe that friend-
ship is possible or desirable to the stu-
dent. However, numerous authors with
ASD report an "awareness of isolation
and longing for social interaction and
friendship" (Causton-Theoharis et al,
2009, p. 88). It is imperative that
paraeducators and educators alike do
not misinterpret avoidance and difflcul-
ties with social interactions for a defln-
itive lack of understanding or interest

in them. Even in a situation with a
lack of evidence, it is most helpful to
students for paraeducators and educa-
tors alike to make the least dangerous
assumption (Donnellan & Leary, 1995)
that students would want to interact
socially with their peers and to develop
friends. However, Jackson (2002), a
young man with Asperger syndrome
(AS), points out that some students
with AS and autism may feel more
comfortable on their own, with just
one friend, or with fewer social interac-
tions. Thus, it is appropriate to talk to
students and their families about the
types of friendships and social interac-
tions that they do desire.

Believe That the Student Would
Make a Great Friend

Central to the development of friend-
ships between students labeled with
disabilities and students without dis-
abilities is the idea of reciprocity or
mutual benefits (Bogdan & Taylor.
1989; Staub, 1998). Friendships are
reciprocal relationships in which both
individuals give and receive support
(Bogdan & Taylor, 1989; Kunc, 1992;
Kunc & Van der Klift. 1995; Martin.
Tashie, Nisbet, & Samson, 1996; Peck,
Donaldson & Pezzoli, 1990; Snell &
Janney. 2000; Strutly & Strully. 1989,
1992). In order for the preceding
strategies to be successful, their imple-
mentation must be firmly rooted in the
belief that the individual labeled with
ASD or other developmental disabili-
ties not only can engage in a recipro-
cal relationship but would make a



wonderful friend. Otherwise, the
resulting interactions will likely lead to
benevolent or one-way relationships
(Van der Klift & Kunc. 2002), which
are different than friendships.

Focus on the Specific Social
Times of the High School Day

Again, the social times in high schools
lend to occur before and between
classes, during the beginning of class,
during seatwork following a lesson,
during breaks and transitions, during
work on shared activities, and especial-
ly during lunch and any shared free
periods. The most effective strategies
take advantage of these times. There
are some additional considerations dur-
ing these times. Some students may
require the full lunch period just to eat
their food. Other students may find the
cafeteria and/or the hallways too loud
and stressful. Educalors and paraedu-
cators may feel that the hallways are
too crowded for certain students to
safely navigate. These are ail important
issues to consider if the team is serious
about facilitating social interactions
and friendships. Gonipromises about
traveling in crowded hallways or where
to eat lunch may be necessary to take
advantage of these crucial social times
in the high school day.

Be Av/are of Your (the
Paraeducator's) Influence on
Student Social Interactions

Finaiiy, it is crucial to take notice of
one's influence as a paraeducator on
the students. Many high school stu-

dents without disabilities report that
they and their classmates without dis
abilities view paraeducators as models
for how to interact with students
labeled with ASD or developmental
disabilities. Speaking to the student
respectfully, age-appropriately, and as
if he or she understands are important
starting points. Inherent to many of the
strategies Is extending beyond the stu-
dent labeled with ASD or developmen-
tal disabilities so that the paraeducator
is interacting with and pulling in peers
without disabilities. Peers without dis-
abilities will more frequently approach
paraeducators who seem friendlier,
which increases the opportunities for
implementing the strategies discussed
earlier. However, paraeducators who
interact and converse with students
without disabilities themselves rather
than fading back will create barriers to
friendships. Paraeducators who speak
about students in front of them convey
that the student can not hear or does
not understand, which can also harm
the potential for friendships.

Gan paraeducators be successful at
facilitating friendships? Given enough
knowledge of the importance of friend-
ship and coached by special educators,
high school paraeducators can be effec-
tive as facilitators. As part of the annu-
al districtwide evaluation system, both
the supervising teacher and administra-
tor should assess efforts at friendship
facilitation. Data on progress toward
the student's social goal should be col-
lected by the paraeducator with the
type, frequency, and duration defined
in the 1ER This data would then be
part of the paraeducator's evaluation,
as well as any informal friendship facil-
itation strategies that can be discussed.

In conclusion, the strategies and
implementation techniques described
in this article can be used strategically
by paraeducators to help increase
social interactions and the potential for
friendships between high school stu-
dents labeled with and without ASD or
other developmental disabilities. The
strategies and implementation tech-
niques reflect prior research but are tai-
lored specifically to be effective in sec-
ondary school settings. Paraeducators
can be invaluable in this role of spark-

ing social interactions and facilitating
friendships.
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