DADD Online
Journal




DADD ONLINE JOURNAL
Journal of the Division on Autism and Developmental Disabilities
Council for Exceptional Children

Editor: Stanley H. Zucker
Arizona State University

Associate Editors: Juliet E. Hart Barnett
Arizona State University

Emily C. Bouck
Michigan State University
Guest Editors: Jacqueline Lubin

University of Hartford

Suzanne Kucharczyk
University of Arkansas

Robert Pennington
University of North Carolina Charlotte

Guest Reviewers: Rachel Cagliani, Brandy Brewer, Kelly Carrero, Amy Clausen, Sarah Cox, Luann Ley
Davis, Clair Donehower, Ruth Eyres, Karin Fisher, Michael Gentile, Deidre Gilley,
Elizabeth Harkins, Katy Haughney, Rachel Wright Jones, Lisa Liberty, Richard Marks,
Mary Maconomy, Jenny Root, Melissa Savage, Sandra Sears, Tracy Sinclair, Sara Snyder,
Karina Soto, Shannon Sparks, Melissa Spence, Taryn Wade, Xiaoning Wang, Xin Xu

The DADD Online Journal integrates research and practice, reflecting the need for evidence-based and practice
informed strategies and interventions within this diverse field. Topics include: Autism Spectrum Disorder, Assistive
& Adaptive Technology, Early Childhood, Intellectual Disability, Mental Health, Multiple Disabilities,
Paraprofessionals, Employment, Post-Secondary, and Transitions.

DADD Online Journal (ISSN 2377-3677), Volume 8, Number 1, December 2021, Copyright 2021 by the Division
on Autism and Developmental Disabilities, The Council for Exceptional Children, 3100 Clarendon Blvd., Suite 600,
Arlington, VA 22201-5332.

Division on Autism and Developmental Disabilities
Council for Exceptional Children

Board of Directors

Officers Members Executive Director
. Emily Bouck

PAST PRESIDENT Ginevra Courtade 'V:?ag;‘” farpir_“er (Student Representative) o\ ivions Chair

PRESIDENT Robert Pennington Elizabeth Harkins James Thompson

PRESIDENT-ELECT Peggy J. Schaefer-Whitpy Jordan Shurr
VICE PRESIDENT Leah Wood Jenny Root
SECRETARY Angi Stone-MacDonald

TREASURER Lynn Stansberry Brusnahan

Communications Chair
Bree Jimenez
Conference Coordinator
Cindy Perras

The purposes of_this organization shall be to advance the education and welfare of persons with autism_ and
developmental disabilities, research in the education of persons with autism and developmental disabilities,
competency of educators in this field, public understanding of autism and developmental disabilities, and legislation
needed to help accomplish these goals. The Division shall encourage and promote professional growth, research, and
the dissemination and utilization of research findings.




DADD Online Journal

VOLUME 8 NUMBER 1 DECEMBER 2021

Research informed Practice in Autism, Intellectual Disability, and Developmental
Disabilities

STANLEY H. ZUCKER, JACQUELINE LUBIN, SUZANNE KUCHARCZYK, and ROBERT
PENNINGTON

“You Can Change Your Mind About Who You Trust”: People with Intellectual
Disability’s Understanding About Healthy and Unhealthy Relationships

CAITLIN MAYTON, MOLLY DELLINGER-WRAY, ELIZABETH P. CRAMER, PARTHENIA
DINORA, and ALLISON D’AGUILAR

Infusing Intersectional Pedagogy into the Cultural Sustaining Classroom
MARCUS C. FULLER, L. LYNN STANSBERRY BRUSNAHAN, and ELIZABETH A. HARKINS
MONACO

Understanding Friendship from the Perceptions of Individuals with ASD: A Synthesis of the

Literature
MELISSA A. SRECKOVIC, TIA R. SCHULTZ, CHRISTINE K. KENNEY, and BROOKE N.
WINCHELL

Analytical Review of Using Video Technology to Teach Independent and Daily Living
Skills to Students with Intellectual Disability
SONYA D. MELLERSON

Building a Transition Assessment for Students with Significant Cognitive Disabilities:
Transition Assessment and Goal Generator-Alternate

TRACY E. SINCLAIR, KENDRA WILLIAMS-DIEHM, MAEGHAN N. HENNESSEY,
CHRISTOPHER SANFORD, RENEE CAMETO, and LORI HODGE

Project for the Advancement of Gifted and Exceptional Students: How are Secondary
Teachers Infusing SEL and Executive Functioning into Instruction?
MELISSA SPENCE, TING-LAN MA, AMY NGUYEN, and AMY TSENG

Evaluating the Impact of Reinforcer Magnitude on Response Allocation Across Two
Communication Modalities
KAVYA KANDARPA, RACHEL CAGLIANI, and JOEL RINGDAHL

Culturally Competent Educational Practices: Supporting Students with Disabilities and

Their Families

MEGAN-BRETTE HAMILTON, L. LYNN STANSBERRY BRUSNAHAN, and JAMIE N. PEARSON

Ohio’s Statewide Consortia: Promoting Sustainability of Transition and Postsecondary

Programs for Students with Intellectual Disabilities

MARGO 1ZZO0, JESSIE C. GREEN, ANDREW BUCK, ERIC ANDERSON, DIANE WEINBRANDT,

JAN GOINGS, and KAYLA PORTER

5-9

10-26

27-41

42-57

58-74

75-92

93-106

107-113

114-128

129-141



A Literature Review on Autism Spectrum Disorder and Gender Differences
BONNIE L INGELIN, SEYMA INTEPE-TINGIR, and NANETTE C. HAMMONS

Professional Development Needs of ASD Practitioners: A Content Analysis of Listserv

Communication
XIAONING WANG and VERONICA P. FLEURY

Is It PANDAS/PANS or Is It Autism?
JO NELL WOOD, AMANDA WOOD and NIKKI L. MURDICK

The Foundation for Inclusion: How to Support Students with Autism Spectrum
Difference in General Education
KATHERINE A. FOWLE

142-157

158-177

178-183

184-200



Research Informed Practice in Autism, Intellectual Disability, and Developmental
Disabilities

Stanley H. Zucker

Arizona State University

Suzanne Kucharczyk
University of Arkansas

On January 20 — 22, 2021, the Council for
Exceptional Children Division on Autism
and Developmental Disabilities (DADD)
sponsored its Twenty-second International
Conference: Research Informed Practice in
Autism, Intellectual  Disability  and
Developmental Disabilities. The conference
was held at the Sheraton Sand Key Resort in
Clearwater, Florida. The DADD Board of
Directors decided to devote this issue of the
DADD Online Journal to conference papers.
The conference brought together educators
from school and college classrooms from all
over the world. The conference included pre-
conference training institutes and strands on
assistive and adaptive technology, autism
spectrum disorder, intellectual disability,
mental health, paraprofessionals, parental
engagement, post-secondary transitions,
multiple disabilities and applied behavior
analysis. The conference provided many
parents, teacher educators, researchers,
teachers, and other practitioners an
opportunity to gather to learn the most
current information related to providing
services for individuals with autism,
intellectual disability, and developmental
disabilities.

This issue of the DADD Online Journal can
enable those who attended the conference to
see expanded papers, prepared by presenters,
and also give those who were unable to attend
an opportunity to benefit from the thoughtful

Jacqueline Lubin
University of Hartford

Robert Pennington
University of North Carolina Charlotte

work done by conference participants.
Presenters were asked to submit papers based
on their conference presentations. Papers
submitted went under a blind review process
by the Guest Reviewers and Guest Editors
who selected the papers for publication. We
think the selection of papers represents an
interesting assortment of topics and formats
ranging from discussion papers to data based
research to descriptions of classroom
techniques. The papers selected do not
necessarily represent all the topics covered at
the conference but they do give a good idea
of the variety and quality of the presentations.
We would like to thank those authors who
submitted papers for their efforts in making
this issue of the DADD Online Journal
possible.

While high and disproportionate rates of
sexual abuse of people with intellectual
disabilities have been well documented, few
studies have explored how people with
intellectual disabilities make meaning of both
healthy and unhealthy relationships and
strategies to prevent or respond to abuse. In
their article “You Can Change Your Mind
About Who You Can Trust: People with
Intellectual  Disability’s  Understanding
About Healthy and Unhealthy
Relationships”, Caitlin Mayton, Molly
Dellinger-Wray, Elizabeth Cramer, Parthenia
Dinora, and Allison D’Aguilar describe a
qualitative study conducted as part of a larger



efficacy study of the Leadership for
Empowerment and Abuse  Prevention
(LEAP) program with 109 adults with
intellectual disabilities. Before and after their
involvement in the LEAP intervention,
participants watched six-video vignettes and
responded to open-ended questions about
each. Findings are organized into five
themes. The authors offer recommendations
and implications for future qualitative
research to understand how abuse prevention
interventions impact people in ways that
cannot be exposed quantitatively.

In “Infusing Intersectional Pedagogy into the
Cultural Sustaining Classroom,” Marcus C.
Fuller, Lynn Stansberry Brusnahan, and
Elizabeth A. Harkins Monaco outline an
intersectionality pedagogy framework to help
educators understand their social identities
and that of their students to promote
introspective reflection to improve practice.
They discuss the guiding questions that
educators must ask themselves to better serve
all students, including those from diverse
backgrounds. These questions include: who
am I as an educator?; who are my students?;
what do I teach?; how do I teach?; and how
does my climate and classroom interactions
affect learning?. They explain that these
questions help educators move towards
creating culturally sustaining classrooms as
they become more reflective about their
practice. They also delve into Bell et al.
(2016) five dimensions of diversity and
equity in the classroom to assist educators in
making connections between pedagogy and
student learning. They conclude with an
explanation of the reality of special education
classrooms and explain why it is important
for educators to understand cultural
identities.

Friendships plays an essential role in
obtaining high quality of life outcomes.
Unfortunately, many individuals with ASD

present with difficulties in establishing and
maintaining these important relationships. In
their article, “Understanding Friendship from
the Perceptions of Individuals with ASD: A
Synthesis of the Literature” Melissa
Sreckovic, Tia Schulz, Christine Kenny, and
Brooke Winchell describe their review of
literature on studies conducted with
individuals with ASD that examined their
perceptions of friendship. From their
findings, they identify five powerful themes
that help us understand how individuals with
ASD experience friendship. They conclude
by challenging established narratives around
ASD and friendships and provide practical
recommendations for practice and future
research.

Video modeling and video prompting have
been wused to teach individuals with
intellectual disability independent living
skills, but research on its use specific to
vocational skills is limited. Sonya Mellerson
in “Analytical Review of Using Video
Technology to Teach Independent and Daily
Living Skills to Students with Intellectual
Disability” reviewed literature on the
efficacy of video-based technology (i.e.,
video modeling, video prompting) meant to
increase daily living and vocational skills for
secondary and post-secondary students with
intellectual disabilities. The author shares
implications for using video-technologies
specific to skills taught (e.g., vocational,
daily living), type of tasks (e.g., multistep,
sequential), the process wused (e.g.,
continuous video-model, self-directed video
prompting), and training needed on the use of
the technology as part of instruction.

Appropriate transition specific assessments
are critical to ensuring students’ transition
plans and resulting learning activities are
well aligned with student needs, strengths,
and interests. Few validated and reliable
assessments  exist for students with



significant cognitive disabilities preparing
for transition to adult life. This lack of
assessment tools is particularly concerning
given the poorer postschool outcomes
experienced by those with significant
cognitive disabilities in comparison to other
groups with disabilities. In their article,
“Building a Transition Assessment for
Students  with  Significant  Cognitive
Disabilities,” Tracy Sinclair, Kendra
Williams-Diehm, Maeghan  Hennessey,
Christopher Sanford, Renee Cameto, and
Lori Hodge report data from the validation
process of the Transition Assessment and
Goal Generator — Alternate specifically
designed to assess this group of students. The
resulting constructs represent both the
research base and skill areas that transition
practitioners have identified as important for
future success for youth with significant
cognitive disabilities.

Gifted students with ASD often face barriers
to social and emotional learning (SEL). As a
result, they are less likely to graduate from
college than their peers without disabilities
and at an increased risk for anxiety,
depression, and social isolation. In their
article, “Project for the Advancement of
Gifted and Exceptional Students: How are
Secondary Teachers Infusing SEL and
Executive Functioning into Instruction?”
Melissa Spence, Ting-Lan Ma, Amy Nguyen,
and Amy Tseng describe an innovative
program for supporting twice exceptional
students to develop social emotional and
executive functioning skills. They present a
model of integrating SEL and executive
functioning supports within the school day
and within academic instruction. They also
report findings from semi structured focused
groups of teachers in relation to their
perceptions of the program and its impact.

Researchers have investigated how the
delivery and parameters of reinforcement

impact communication responses for
individuals with significant developmental
delays and complex communication needs.
Kavya Kandarpa, Rachel Cagliani, and Joel
Ringdahl, in “Evaluating the Impact of
Reinforcer =~ Magnitude on  Response
Allocation across Two Communication
Modalities”, extend this research by focusing
on reinforcer magnitude. Their study used an
ABA reversal design with a young male
participant to evaluate the impact of
reinforcer magnitudes on communication
response through picture exchange and
spoken word. Results indicate that
individuals with intellectual disabilities show
a preference for reinforcer magnitudes and
can change responses to access the greater
magnitudes of reinforcer. The researchers
provide recommendations for extending the
evaluation of reinforcer efforts on
communication variability across various
augmentative and alternative communication
systems.

In the article entitled “Culturally Competent
Educational Practices: Supporting Students
with Disabilities and Their Families,” the
authors, Megan-Brette Hamilton, L. Lynn
Stansberry Brusnahan, and Jamie N. Pearson,
examined some key culturally competent
practices that educators may adopt when
working with families who are culturally
diverse. The article seeks to give educators a
peek view into the way families from diverse
backgrounds understand disability, employ
coping mechanism, and select interventions
for child with disability. The authors
highlight a case study to demonstrate the
authentic use of the recommended culturally
competent practices. They detail specific
strategies that educators and school
professionals may utilize to increase
culturally sustaining service delivery. They
recommend that educators seek to understand
and use families’ perspectives and
experiences to foster a culture where all



parties can engage meaningful collaborative
special education partnerships.

The next article came about as a result of
congress’  investment into  inclusive
postsecondary  programs to  improve
employment outcomes of students with
intellectual disabilities. Margo 1zzo, Jessie
Green, Andrew Buck, Eric Anderson, Diane
Weinbrandt, Jan Goings, and Kayla Porter
investigated  the extent to  which
postsecondary programs in Ohio’s Statewide
Consortia (OSC) implemented processes to
sustain their programs beyond federal
funding. In their article, “Ohio’s Statewide
Consortia:  Promoting Sustainability of
Transition and Postsecondary Programs for
Students with Intellectual Disabilities,” they
used the Think College Standards for
Inclusive Postsecondary Education
framework to examine the data gathered from
five OSC partners who had received funding
and graduated a first cohort. Results indicated
that inclusive postsecondary programs for
students with ID improves post-school
outcomes. Programs that are able to balance
the financial needs of their program with the
financial resources available to their potential
students will ultimately sustain the longest.
The authors make recommendations such as
planning for fiscal sustainability and building
relationships with key allies as critical steps
to sustaining programs. Lastly, they discuss
the implication of the results and ways to
justify and maintain inclusive postsecondary
education.

Bonnie L. Ingelin, Seyma Intepe-Tingir, and
Nannette C. Hammons discuss literature
from 2015- 2020 that compare males and
females with autism spectrum disorder
(ASD) to promote equitable treatment and
diagnosis across genders. In their article, “A
Literature Review on Autism Spectrum
Disorder and Gender Differences,” they
discuss research articles that compared male

and female students with ASD and found
nine main areas that addressed gender
differences, including difference in
diagnostic or categorical qualifications,
academic and functional skills, speech and
language, social emotional, mental health,
neurological, medical, sexuality, and gender
identity. They found that in most research
studies, the majority of participants were
more likely to be boys except in the diagnosis
area. Finally, they share the challenges with
understanding gender differences of students
with ASD, implications for practice; and
suggestions for future research.

As some teachers enter the field unprepared
to provide evidence-based practices to
support their students with ASD, they may
seek assistance from digital communities of
practice. In their article, “Professional
Development Needs of ASD Practitioners: A
Content Analysis of Listserv
Communication,” Xiaoning Wang and
Veronica Fleury describe a content analysis
of three years of email posts by ASD service
providers to a special educator listserv. Their
findings offer rich detail into the content,
responsivity of listserv. members, and
alignment of recommendations to evidence-
based practice in ASD within member
postings. They conclude with valuable
recommendations for personal preparation
and professional development.

PANDAS/PANS is an autoimmune disorder
that can produce changes in motor,
behavioral, and cognitive functioning.
Individuals with PANDA/PANS syndrome
often present with characteristics similar to
those with ASD which may confound
diagnostic efforts. In their article, “Is it
PANDAS/PANS or is it Autism?”, Jo Nell
Wood, Amanda Wood, and Nikki Murdick
provide an overview of the syndrome,
detailing its history, symptoms, diagnosis,



and treatment. They also discuss its potential
impact on the prevalence on ASD.

In her article entitled, “The Foundation for
Inclusion: How to Support Students with
Autism Spectrum Difference in General
Education,” Katherine A. Fowle shares
lessons learned from research and lived
experience of a professional with autism
spectrum difference (ASD) and attention
deficit disorder. = With a life time of
experience of living, learning and working in
a world designed for neuro-typical
development, she discusses the need for a
paradigm shift in thinking about autism. She
elaborates that the foundation to creating an
inclusive environment where those who have
autism can be truly and authentically autistic
without worry of being misunderstood
includes sensitivity training, understanding
the differences between males and females,
using positive personality traits, engaging in

open communication, establishing growth
mindset, utilizing evidence-based strategies
based on individual needs, and being lifelong
learners. She concludes that without a firm
foundation and intentional planning and
execution, inclusion of students with ASD
will fail to meet the learning and emotional
needs of students. She calls for further
research in the specific learning needs for
students with an ASD neurodevelopment
pathway and implores teacher preparatory
programs to include more intensive autism
sensitivity training.

The conference provided educators and
researchers with the opportunity to explore
current research, topical issues, and best
practices relating to autism, intellectual
disability, and development disabilities. We
hope readers of this research to practice issue
of the DADD Online Journal find the
information valuable and timely.

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Stanley H. Zucker, Special Education Program, Mary
Lou Fulton Teachers College, Box 871811, Arizona State University, Tempe, AZ 85287-1811. Email:

stan@asu.edu
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Abstract: This qualitative study explores people with intellectual disability’s understanding of
healthy and unhealthy relationships and potential actions to prevent abusive or exploitative
relationships. A total of 109 women and men with varying levels of intellectual disability
participated in responding to pre and post-video vignette interview questions based on scenarios
of healthy and unhealthy relationships. Researchers used conventional content analysis to examine
responses. Five themes emerged including agency to solve a problem, identifying unhealthy
relationships, identifying healthy relationships, staff roles versus friend roles, and blaming the
victim. In addition to addressing compliance and rule-based behaviors, the LEAP intervention
design provides real-world examples of unhealthy relationships and a safe place for exploring

nuances within the relationships.

People with disabilities are disproportion-
ately vulnerable to physical and mental abuse
and exploitation, which can have a profound
and long-lasting impact on their quality of
life (Hughes et al., 2012). People with
intellectual disability (ID) are even more at
risk to experience abuse compared to people
with other disabilities (Office of Justice
Programs, 2018). The forms of abuse that
people with ID might experience include
physical, sexual, emotional, financial,
restrictive actions, among others (Araten-
Bergman, et al., 2017; Beadle-Brown et al.,
2010). For people with ID, abuse typically
starts in childhood and persists throughout
their lives (Catani & Sossalla, 2015). Most
perpetrators of abuse are known to the victim
with ID, and often include people on whom
the victims are reliant for care and support,
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such as paid staff (Harrell, 2017; Stevens,
2012). People with ID who live in residential
settings are at an exceptionally high risk of
abuse, which may be compounded by the fact
that people with ID are generally not taught
to recognize and report abuse (Araten-
Bergman et al., 2017).

Structural barriers to help-seeking and help-
receiving, along with stigmatization of and
paternalism toward people with ID and abuse
victims, create additional challenges for
abused people with ID (Hughes et al., 2012;
McGuire & Bayley, 2011). Sobsey (1994)
suggested that the key to understanding the
victimization of people with ID is their lack
of autonomy over their lives. Sobsey
contended that people with ID lack the
opportunities and the support to decide how



they can live their lives. They often must rely
on others, over whom they have little or no
control, to meet their physical, psychological,
or economic needs. People with ID want to
have friendships and close relationships with
others (Hurd et al., 2018; Scott &
Havercamp, 2018); yet, people in their circle,
including family members and staff,
frequently control access to potential
friendships and close relationships and can
make it challenging to maintain connections
with others (Scott & Havercamp, 2018).
Research further suggests that for people
with ID, the service system has a history that
systematically ~ reinforces = compliance.
Compliant behavior is an additional risk
factor when people with ID comply with
requests that result in abuse (Mazzucchelli,
2001; Saxton et al., 2001).

Abuse Prevention Programs for People
with ID

In recognition of the abuse risk for people
with ID and the need for programs that are
tailored to their experiences and learning
needs, a number of abuse prevention
programs have been developed and
evaluated, as demonstrated by systematic and
scoping literature reviews of abuse
prevention programs for people with ID
(Araten-Bergman & Bigby, 2020; Araten-
Bergman et al., 2017; Barger et al., 2009;
Doughty & Kane, 2010; Lund, 2011; Mikton
et al., 2014). These reviews show that most
abuse prevention programs for people with
ID are geared toward males and females with
mild to moderate ID and are grounded in a
theoretical model. Sociodemographics of
program participants besides ID level and
gender are largely missing. Most programs
use in-person sessions facilitated by people
who do not identify as having a disability,
and the sessions incorporate verbal and
textual modes of knowledge transmission.
Some of the programs involved people with
disabilities in the development of their
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curricula. They generally do not include or
report ways that the curricula have been
adapted, such as for participants who
communicate in ways other than verbally or
for participants with varying support needs.
The curricula can be grouped into
cognitively-based, behaviorally-based or
psychoeducational, and they typically
include strategies to enhance participants’
skills to avoid or respond to abusive
situations.

The most typical evaluation designs reported
in the systematic and scoping reviews noted
above (Araten-Bergman & Bigby, 2020;
Araten-Bergman et al., 2017; Barger et al.,
2009; Doughty & Kane, 2010; Lund, 2011;
Mikton et al, 2014) were pre-post
quantitative  assessments, primarily of
attitude and knowledge changes although
some of the studies included a measure of
skills acquisition. Some of the studies
reported in the reviews incorporated follow-
up assessments, ranging from 1 week to 3
months after the intervention. Randomized
control studies have been rare as have been
measures of actual abuse incidents or
frequency. Even though implementation
fidelity has been raised as an important
component to community-based
interventions (Breitenstein et al, 2010), the
systematic and scoping reviews typically did
not report on whether implementation fidelity
was assessed in the studies. Additionally, the
reviews typically did not involve an
assessment of the validity of the measures for
people with different levels of ID; this is an
issue because of barriers to full participation
in research by people with ID due to
inaccessible consent processes and measures,
for example (Dryden et al., 2017; Kidney &
McDonald, 2014).

Qualitative Studies on Abuse Prevention for
People with ID



In one of the few qualitative studies of abuse
prevention with people with ID, Ottmann et
al. (2016) asserted that abuse-oriented safety
training “should focus on situations that are
less readily identifiable” (p. 47). The nuances
in some situations of potential abuse and
exploitation can be difficult to identify and
respond to. The authors noted that common
strategies presented in abuse-focused safety
training, such as disclosing or reporting the
abuse to someone, were typically not the
strategies that their participants reported (12
male and female Australians with mild to
moderate intellectual disability). Rather,
most participants engaged in behavioral
strategies to avoid or leave an encounter that
felt unsafe and they did not report the
encounter to authorities. The majority of
participants, however, did report that they
would engage the assistance of family
caregivers or service providers when needed
to enact their safety strategies. The authors
conclude that people with mild or moderate
ID should be involved in assessing risk and
making their own decisions about situations
that they may face in their daily lives.
Additionally,  because some study
participants did not have trusted persons in
their circle, people with ID may need to reach
out to formal support systems when familial
and other informal support persons are not
available.

In a qualitative study on sexuality, sexual
abuse, and self-protection skills, Eastgate et
al. (2011) explored how nine women with ID
understood sex, relationships, sexual abuse,
and preventive actions. Findings indicated
that most women with ID reported their
understanding of sex was limited, had
experienced unwanted or abusive sexual
experiences, and lacked the self-protection
strategies and the skills to obtain appropriate
support independently.
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In sum, few studies have explored people
with ID’s conceptual understanding of both
healthy and unhealthy relationships and
potential abuse prevention actions. The
Ottmann et al. (2016) study is one of the few
that offers insight into people with ID’s
perceptions on what they can do to keep safe
from abuse and neglect and what others can
do to help them stay safe. The authors of this
study pointed out that the participants’
responses, “grounded in their own lived
experience” 1illustrate that they have the
“capacity to develop strategic responses to
perceived risk” (p. 58).

Further exploration is needed on the ways in
which adults with ID understand healthy and
unhealthy relationships and the potential
strategies that they would enact to prevent or
respond to abuse (Mikton et al., 2014).
Additionally, there were no qualitative
studies that the authors found that
specifically address ways abuse prevention
programming can impact participants’
understanding of healthy and unhealthy
relationships and their potential help-seeking
strategies. By listening to people with ID’s
understanding of healthy and unhealthy
relationships and potential help-seeking
strategies, researchers and practitioners will
be better able to develop and evaluate abuse
prevention programs for this population that
will be in tune with their lived realities,
including presenting relationship scenarios
that embody the nuance and ambiguity that
people with ID face in their relationships with
others.

In this article, we present findings from a
study of people with a range of levels of ID,
who participated in a four-session abuse
prevention program, which was assessed at
pre and posttest using quantitative and
qualitative methods. The authors present the
findings from the qualitative data.



About Leadership for Empowerment and
Abuse Prevention (LEAP)

LEAP, Leadership for Empowerment and
Abuse Prevention, 1s an evidence-based
healthy relationships program designed for
adults with mild, moderate, and severe
intellectual disability. The LEAP Training
Program was developed with input from
people with disabilities along with a
multidisciplinary team of professionals and
family members. LEAP also employs people
with disabilities as co-trainers in its
presentation. The training is held in four
highly interactive sessions. Families and staff
who support participants of the LEAP
Training Program are given access to an
online partner guide and video-based
summary of each LEAP session.

Theoretical Framework for LEAP
Bandura’s (1978) Social Cognitive Theory
(SCT) is the theoretical framework that
informed the development of the LEAP
curriculum. In SCT, self-efficacy is related to
people’s beliefs about their capabilities,
which then influences their motivation and
actions. People’s self-efficacy beliefs can be
enhanced when they have experiences where
they are able to master an activity and
through social modeling. When people
believe they will be able to perform an
activity successfully, they feel greater self-
efficacy and are more motivated to engage in
that behavior (Bandura, 1997).

Self-efficacy of people with ID, as related to
health promotion activities, is connected to
fostering motivation at the individual,
contextual, and interactional levels
(Michalsen et al., 2020). On the individual
level, motivation to engage in the health
promotion activity is enhanced when the
activity is viewed as fun and is done in a
social setting or incorporates technology. On
the interactional level, motivation increases
when the activity is done with others and
when rewards are available for participation.
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On the contextual level, involvement of
support persons in the activity as well as the
ways in which the activity is presented can
impact motivation. Support persons can
increase or decrease motivation depending on
their level of involvement or lack thereof
(Michalsen et al., 2020). Thus, motivation for
people with ID needs to be viewed as a
relational  experience  influenced by
contextual factors, which can support or deter
individual involvement in health promoting
activities. Self-efficacy beliefs of people with
ID can also be enhanced through positive
feedback and enjoyment (Nota et al., 2010).

Building on the tenets of SCT, the LEAP
intervention offers opportunities to build
individual capacity to recognize and respond
to unhealthy relationship scenarios through
the use of engaging, multimodal, group-
based teaching and learning strategies.
Participant learning is reinforced by
observing and practicing desired behaviors.
The LEAP Power Statement builds
confidence and  self-efficacy among
participants and is reinforced in every session
and through LEAP bracelets, which are given
to participants as a visual cue from the
program. Certificates of completion are also
given to participants. Recognizing the
importance of staff and other support persons
in their role of reinforcing the core concepts
of the curriculum (see Table 1), the project
developed a companion guide, which is
designed to complement the key points of the
LEAP curriculum and to support LEAP
participants in using their new knowledge
and skills.

Method
Aim
This study aims to explore participants’
responses before and after the LEAP
intervention when presented with video
vignettes (see Table 2) on healthy or
unhealthy relationship scenarios.



Table 1. LEAP session core concepts

Session title

Key concepts

People in your life

Healthy relationships

Healthy touch

The meaning of respect, what it means to deserve respect, internal and external
strength

The meaning of trust and how it relates to the relationships each person has/
encounters - using a map to show levels of relationships

The different relationships in the participant’s world - very good friends, trusted
family members, friends, paid staff, acquaintances, strangers, love interests, and
those who people no longer wish to have in their lives

Exploration of the question: “Are all staff your friends?”

Reinforcement of the key concepts from session one

Characteristics of healthy, unhealthy, or confusing relationships

Correct names for private body parts and why it is necessary to use them
Rules surrounding consent and the meaning behind “saying yes”, “saying no”, or
“saying nothing”

Experiential activities to model the complexities of consent and practice different
ways to deny consent

Reinforcement of the key concepts from sessions one and two

The meaning of healthy, unhealthy, or confusing touch

Activities that allow participants to practice distinguishing between the different
types of relationships and touch through example scenarios

Rules for healthy touch are explained

How and when to get help

Reinforcement of the key concepts from the three previous sessions

How to get help if someone is in an unhealthy or confusing relationship
How to get help if someone is in immediate danger of abuse
Who to contact in confusing and unhealthy situations

Additionally, researchers wanted to better
understand what participants identified as
next steps when viewing an unhealthy
scenario.

Design and recruitment of participants

This is a qualitative study that used a
conventional content analysis approach as
detailed by Hsieh and Shannon (2005) and
other scholars (see, for example, Vaismoradi
et al., 2013). The present research is part of a
larger efficacy study conducted in one mid-
Atlantic state that received approval from the
supporting university’s Institutional Review
Board. This study used purposive sampling
techniques and recruited participants from 15
community, day and residential support
agencies that serve people with ID. These
agencies provided the physical space for the
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larger research project that included the
following: consent, pretest, four 90-minute
LEAP sessions, a posttest and a 3 month
follow up posttest. For the current study,
qualitative responses to the pretest and
posttest were included in the analysis.

The LEAP intervention, vignettes, and open-
ended pre/posttest questions were created in
partnership with adults who have a disability,
family members, community and university
professionals in fields including health,
domestic violence, child advocacy, and social
services.

Data collection procedure

To be included in this study, participants had
to complete the consent process, pretest, four
LEAP sessions, and the posttest. Participants



Table 2. LEAP vignette descriptions

Vignette storyline Core concepts

Questions

Supervisor yells at an
employee.

Trust, respect, boundaries

1) If someone makes you feel bad you should tell
someone you trust? Yes/no? Why?

Assistant asks permission to
help a person with counting

money. permission

Difference between staff and
friends, trust, respect, ask

1) Does Jamal have a healthy relationship with
Fred? Yes/no? Why?
2) What should they do next?

Van driver sexually assaults
person.”

Trust, unhealthy touch, ask
permission, respect,

1) Isit Tomika's fault that Bill tried to kiss her
because she rode in the front seat of the van?
Why?

2) What should Tomika do next?

Friend betrays trust.

Trust, respect, boundaries

1) Is it ok for Nicole to change her mind about
who she can trust? Why?
2) What should she do next?

Person is denied
transportation to physical
therapy as punishment.

Trust, respect

1) Is it alright that Lisa will not take Rodney to
his appointment? Why?
2) What should he do next?

Staff respectfully supports a

person putting away dishes. friends, respect

Difference between staff and

1) Staff are always my friends. Yes/no? Why?

* Example of vignette dialogue, “Bill is a van driver. One day, Bill asked Tomika if she would like to sit in the front
passenger seat for the ride home. Tomika said ‘yes’. When the van got to Tomika’s house, Bill leaned over to open
the door for her, and his arm rubbed against Tomika’s breast. The next day, when Bill reached over to open the van
door, he tried to kiss her. Bill told Tomika not to tell anyone because she would get in trouble for riding in the front

of the van.”

received no compensation for participating in
the research.

Research data were collected before and after
the LEAP intervention. The pretest and
posttest  included six-video  vignettes
presented on a tablet to participants (see
Table 2). Each vignette lasted approximately
40 seconds and were offered to research
subjects two times. After viewing a vignette,
a participant was asked one or two
predetermined open-ended questions about
the vignette. Each pre and posttest was
completed in an area of the agency that
provided the most privacy for the participant.
The data collection took approximately 25 to
90 minutes per participant to complete,
depending on their level of ID and use of a
communication device.

To be included in the research, eligible
participants had to be 18-65 years old, have
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an ID diagnosis reported by a community
agency, legal guardian, or a family member.
The participants either provided informed
consent or their legal guardian provided
informed consent. Participants with legal
guardians provided assent to participate in
the study to ensure they understood the study
description and risks. All participants were
informed they could stop at any time during
the research process.

Study participants

The study focused on 109 participants (56
females, 52 males, one missing) who were
diagnosed with mild (n=49), moderate
(n=33), severe (n=3), unspecified (n=4) or
“no diagnosis” (n=20) level of intellectual
disability. Within the study, 67.9% of
participants were their own decision makers
compared to participants (»=35) who had a
legal guardian. Participants had a range of
housing types, from independent living



(n=9), parent or relative’s home (n=57),
host/sponsored home (#=8), agency with one
or two residents (n=2), agency with three to
six residents (n=29) or an agency with seven
to twelve residents (n=4). The majority of
participants were identified as White (50.5%)
and Black (38.5%) in addition to 2.8% being
identified as Asian, 4.6% “two or more
races,” 0.9% Hispanic and 4.3% of
participants did not have a specified race
listed. The mean age of participants was 34.3
(SD=13.5) years old.

Data Analysis

This study wused conventional content
analysis to analyze the data from the pre and
posttest. The methodological approach was
inductive and followed patterns within the
specific data (Graneheim et al., 2017
Vaismoradi et al., 2013). Data were analyzed
using Graneheim et al. (2017)’s inductive
content analysis technique.

One LEAP research member entered all the
semi-structured interview responses into
Microsoft Word then added them to a data
management tool, Dedoose (2021). Data
were then reviewed to identify emerging
themes. Data were read in entirety by one
author, making notes of similarities (Hsieh &
Shannon, 2005) prior to dividing the data into
“meaning units,” which were then combined
into initial codes (Graneheim et al., 2017).
Once initial codes were identified, a second
researcher reviewed the codes and assisted in
re-organizing and condensing the codes. At
this time, codes were compared between the
pretest and posttest and placed into 28
categories. The two researchers immersed
themselves in the data for approximately 10
months, which allowed for constant
reflection and the ability to discuss the
identified categories and revisit the data to
continue to condense and edit accordingly as
recommended by Elo et al. (2014).
Throughout the reflection period the
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categories were discussed with the LEAP
team for further input on the identified
categories. Finally, through the lumping and
sorting process, the categories were reduced
to 14 and five themes emerged from the data.

Trustworthiness and credibility

Conducting a conventional content analysis
was best suited for this study as it allowed the
research team to discover meanings within
the data to create the categories instead of
using theory to direct the analysis (Hsieh &
Shannon, 2005; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). To
increase trustworthiness or rigor of the study,
the research team incorporated numerous

credibility strategies such as member
checking, peer debriefing, prolonged
engagement, and persistent observation

(Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; Lincoln & Guba,
1985). Prior to starting research, people with
disabilities were included in the creation of
the LEAP curriculum, video vignettes,
session implementation and data collection.
Member checking did not occur with the
participants themselves, but with trainers of
the LEAP sessions. The analysis of the data
occurred over a 10 month period encouraging
prolonged engagement and consistent peer
debriefing, which occurred on a weekly
basis. Peer debriefing included discussions of
the conceptualization and reorganizing of
codes, consistency between both coders, and
also reflection on any issues of confirmability
where there may be researcher bias (Lincoln
& Guba, 1985).

Results

This study had five themes emerge from the
data, summarized in Figure 1. The themes are
agency to solve a problem, identifying
unhealthy relationships, identifying healthy
relationships, staff are not always my friend,
and blaming the victim. A description will be
provided for each theme and the categories that
fell under each theme. Number of occurrences
for each category at pre and posttest is



Figure 1. Summary of the analysis

Categories

Confront person

Leave situation

Tell someone you trust
End relationship
Problem solve

e Bad, wrong, immoral behavior
e  Victimization/injustice

e Doing their job as direct
support professional (DSP)

e Helping role
e  Not exploiting relationship

e It depends/sometimes friends
e Staff have ability to be bad/mean

General blaming
e  Tolerating unhealthy behavior

provided. [Illustrative quotes from LEAP
participants are included.

Agency to solve problem

In this research, agency to solve a problem
was interpreted to mean a participant’s ability
to proactively find a solution to the vignette
scenario. This theme included five categories
(see Table 3). For all results’ tables, the
category with the greatest percentage
increase in number of occurrences and the
category with the greatest percentage
decrease in number of occurrences are noted.

Confront person

This category emerged from participant
responses stating a person in the vignette
scenario needs to directly interact with a
person who caused them harm. There was a
slight decline in confront the person
responses from the pretest to posttest.

l

1l

Themes

Agency to solve problem

Unhealthy relationships

Healthy relationships

Staff are not always my friend

Blaming the victim

However, the pretest responses were
considerably simpler in how to confront
someone that was causing harm. For
example, in the scenario where a van driver
tries to sexually assault a client, a participant
stated, “slap him” compared to a posttest
response of “Tell him to ‘back off’, [and] not
to kiss her. She doesn’t like it.”

Leave situation

Leaving a situation included responses that
described hiding, walking away, or
avoidance of the situation. The number of
responses slightly increased from the pretest
to posttest. Sample responses in this category
were “walk away” and “they should run” on
the preset to answers that suggested things
like making new friends and ending
unhealthy relationships in the posttest.



Tell someone you trust

This category had significantly more
responses on the posttest compared to the
pretest. The responses ranged from telling
anyone to a parent, legal guardian, case
manager or the police. For this theme,
participants' responses often got more
specific starting with “tell someone” at
pretest to “tell somebody who they can trust,
an adult or someone they know who can talk
about it and fix the problem” after the
invention at posttest.

End relationship
Ending a relationship had three main
subcategories  including  stopping a

relationship (friend or staff), replacing the
relationship (friend or staff), and changing
your mind about who you trust. The last
concept about changing your mind on who to
trust was introduced in the LEAP
intervention and this category significantly
increased in number or responses at posttest.
During the posttest, one participant reported
“Not everyone is going to be your friend,
some people will be friends, some people
won’t, and we can change our minds [about
them being our friend].”

Problem Solve

The category, “problem solve” had twice as
many responses for the posttest. Language in
this category described trying to find a
solution or negotiating a tenuous situation. In
a video vignette that depicted an aide yelling

Table 3. Agency to solve problem (n=109)

at a person with ID for making a mess and
telling him she would not take him to therapy,
responses included, a suggestion to “find
another aide” on the pretest to suggestions
that he could clean up after his therapy
session on the posttest.

Unhealthy relationships

The second theme that emerged was
identifying unhealthy relationships. This
theme had two categories, identifying bad,
wrong, or immoral behavior and identifying
victimization/injustice in scenarios (see
Table 4). Both categories had a slight
increase in identifying unhealthy
relationships on the posttest.

Bad, wrong, immoral behavior

This category included descriptions of
identifying unhealthy behavior from staff and
friends who were yelling, sharing private
information, refusing to take a client to
treatment, or identifying sexual assault as
abuse. As mentioned, the number of
incidences for this category were only
slightly higher on the posttest; however,
responses were vastly different in the depth
of detail after experiencing LEAP. A
common series of responses on the pretest for
a scenario where a staff member refuses to
take their client to a doctor’s appointment
was “she should take him” or “she should
help him out” compared to a posttest
response of “Because she's yelling at him,
and he has special needs. She's being abusive.

Category Pretest (# of occurrences) Posttest (# of occurrences)
Confront person * 58 45
Leave situation 19 26
Tell someone you trust 175 240
End relationship 42 41
Problem solve ** 27 67

* = category with greatest percentage decrease pretest to posttest; ** = category with greatest percentage increase

pretest to posttest
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She needs to be nicer to him and know [the] was greatly different on the posttest. For

needs of [a] person with down syndrome.” example, a response on the pretest was that
For the scenario with the van driver who tried the victim did not want to receive a kiss from
to kiss the client, the posttest had more her van driver, versus an acknowledgement
responses where participants were able to that the victim did not do anything to deserve
identify abusive behavior, such as “...it was the assault on the posttest. A participant
the guy's fault cause he's being abusive and during the posttest stated, “She didn’t say
taking advantage of her.” anything, she just got in the van. He's the one
who told her to ride in the front seat and
Victimization/injustice trying to use her sexually.”
The second category in this theme was
identifying victimization or injustice in the Healthy relationships
vignette scenarios. Participants did this by This theme allowed participants to discern
focusing on the victim’s experience of being between healthy relationships with staff and
innocent and identifying when a scenario had friends. This third theme included three
components of people being deceived. The categories, staff appropriately doing their job,
incidences on the pretest and posttest were helping, and not exploiting (see Tables 5, 6,
similar with a slight increase on the posttest. and 7).

As mentioned before, the depth of response

Table 4. Unhealthy relationships (n=109)

Category Pretest (# of occurrences) Posttest (# of occurrences)
Bad, wrong, immoral behavior 198 209
Victimization/injustice** 18 24

Note. ** = category in this theme with greatest percentage increase pretest to posttest.
gory g p g

Table 5. Healthy relationships (n=109)

Category Pretest (# of occurrences) Posttest (# of occurrences)
Doing their job as direct support 8 27
professional (DSP)**
Helping role 44 73
Not exploiting relationship 43 53

Note. ** = category in this theme with greatest percentage increase pretest to posttest
gory g p g

Table 6. Staff are not always my friend (n=109)

Category Pretest (# of occurrences) Posttest (# of occurrences)
It depends/sometimes friends 10 15
Staff have ability to be 5 11
bad/mean**

Note. ** = category in this theme with greatest percentage increase pretest to posttest
gory g p g
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Table 7. Blaming the victim (n=109)

Category

Pretest (# of occurrences)

Posttest (# of occurrences)

General blaming
Tolerating unhealthy behavior*

97
59

76
19

Note. * = category in this theme with greatest percentage decrease pretest to posttest

Doing their job as a direct support
professional (DSP)

This category highlighted the expectation
staff would complete their paid work
regardless of how the client is behaving. Not
many pretest responses fell into this category
of being able to identify and acknowledge
that it was the professional responsibility of
the DSP to carry out specific tasks. Two
varied examples are “it is their job” and
“blanket statement, don't know if you like
him or not, it’s a professional relationship,
not a personal one.” Posttest responses
included specific duties of a paid support
staff, for example, “The staff [are] there to get
paid and help with independent living,
manage money or shopping and stuff ...”

Helping role

This category had almost twice as many
occurrences on the posttest and highlights the
nuance between staff serving in a helping role
versus being a friend. Sample responses on
the  pretest included themes  that
acknowledged that staff are helpful, “they
help you out when you need them,” whereas
the posttest responses included more detail
about staff assisting with problem solving,
for example, “Because you can go to staff if
you need help or a situation goes on in the
community or in the house.”

Not exploiting the relationship

The third category within this theme had
slightly more incidences on the posttest;
however, responses were similar in depth. In
this category, participants recognized that
staff had an opportunity to exploit someone,
but instead proved trustworthy. For example,
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asking someone to take money from their
wallet to pay for something and counting the
change with them rather than stealing from
them was seen as a healthy relationship
because they did not steal money.

Staff are not always my friend

This theme was an advanced concept for
participants to report due to the nuance of
helpfulness commonly being associated with
friendship. This theme had a low occurrence
rate, for both the pretest and posttest;
however, the depth of responses in the
posttest are highlighted below.

It depends/sometimes friends

This category captured the confusing nature
of being kind, helpful and still being a paid
support. Participants recognized that staff
work cooperatively and could develop true
friendships with them, but not all staff would.
An example of this was on the posttest,
“Because staff works with you and are in
charge of you. Some are friends but not all.
They are paid to support you, not be your
friend.”

Staff have ability to be bad/mean

Some posttest responses highlighted the
realization that paid support have the
capacity to be unkind, with replies that
recognized that staff could be untrustworthy
and not treat people as they should, for
example, “they could say stuff to others and
break trust, not treat people like they should
be treated.”



Blaming the victim

The fifth theme, blaming the victim, included
responses where individuals in the scenarios
were blamed for being sexually assaulted
because they broke rules or did not stand up
for themselves. It also included blaming
individuals who were in unhealthy
relationships and encouraged victims to
either be quiet and suffer or tolerate the
behavior. This theme declined in occurrences
from the pretest to the posttest.

General blaming

General blaming of the victim was higher in
the pretest than posttest. This category had a
high number of responses in both the pretest
and posttest that reported victims could have
prevented abuse if they would have followed
rules. Examples of pretest responses
suggested that the victim broke a rule by
sitting in the front seat and could have
avoided the assault had she obeyed the rules,
“I think that she should have stayed in the
backseat to avoid sexual assault and rape.” A
response on the posttest that suggested that
the victim should have set limits on the
perpetrator is “cause it’s wrong if you let him
kiss [you]. You didn’t say anything to stop
him, didn’t do anything, he’s doing his job.”

Tolerating unhealthy behavior

Responses that indicated the victim needed to
stay in the unhealthy situation drastically
decreased from the pretest to posttest. On the
pretest, a participant stated that the victim
should allow herself to be assaulted by
following the perpetrator into his house so
that he could “do what he wants to do with
her.” Similarly, on the posttest, a respondent
stated that it was the victim’s fault for trusting
someone who did not behave honorably.

Discussion
The LEAP intervention was developed to
support people with ID in distinguishing the
differences between healthy and unhealthy
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relationships/situations, understanding how
unhealthy relationships may lead to being a
target of abuse, and knowing how to respond
when in an unhealthy relationship/situation.
We believe this information is essential for
decreasing their risk of abuse and
exploitation.

In some post-intervention responses, people
with ID demonstrated an ability to
understand the nuances between healthy and
unhealthy relationships. As highlighted by
Ottmann and colleagues (2016), it is critical
that abuse prevention programs address
complex scenarios that mirror real-world,
often unclear scenarios that people with ID
often encounter with unhealthy relationships.

In other responses, research subjects focused
on organizational rule-based behaviors that
took precedence over affirming that a
relationship was unhealthy or abusive.
Reliance on compliance or rule-based
behaviors and actions may pose a barrier to
people with ID developing deeper
understandings of abusive and exploitative
relationships and their ability to change their
behaviors and take action when presented
with abusive situations (Mazzucchelli, 2001;
Saxton et al., 2001). Abuse prevention
intervention designs need to acknowledge
and address the issue of compliant or rule-
based behaviors directly so that people with
ID are exposed to and empowered to take
action when confronted with challenging and
often confusing unhealthy situations.

After completing the LEAP sessions,
participants began to adopt the language and
tools presented in the training to describe and
address healthy and unhealthy relationships.
The LEAP training provided a framework
and  vocabulary = for  characterizing
relationships and specific tools that can be
used  when  confronting  unhealthy
relationships/situations. For example, “tell



someone on her trust card” was reported by
multiple individuals as a way to solve a
problem. The “trust card” was provided
during the first LEAP session and included
participant-completed and general
emergency contact information for quick
reference in case of a questionable or
unhealthy situation. Promoting an abuse
prevention vocabulary (e.g., “tell someone
you trust”) and providing concrete tools for
practicing that vocabulary and action like
completing a “trust card” seemed to be an
effective strategy for reinforcing the core
concepts of the curriculum.

For several scenarios, participants focused on
irrelevant  details instead of the core
component presented in the scenario. In those
instances, many participants did not answer
the question asked, but instead focused on the
immaterial details within the story, which
seemed to derail them from being able to
assess the more relevant aspects regarding
the relationships in question. Another issue
that evoked ongoing comprehension
problems was confusion regarding pronouns.
Responses were recorded verbatim, and
therefore could not be coded because the
researchers were unclear about whom the
participant was describing.

Given these challenges, future researchers
are encouraged to balance rigor in their study
data collection protocols with flexibility to
ask probing or follow up questions based on
participant responses. Building in the
flexibility to probe and ask follow up
questions may increase data quality, allow
research participants to focus their attention
on the key elements of study rather than on
extraneous details, and help to clarify
responses that are unintelligible without
further explanation.

Limitations
Recruitment for participants in our study was
through formal ID service systems (agencies
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that provide ID support & advocacy
organizations). As a result of our recruitment
methods, people who are not connected to
formal ID support systems were not included
in the study. Future research is needed to
better understand the experiences of this
group of people, the relationships in their
lives, and if interventions such as LEAP are
able to improve their understanding of
healthy and unhealthy relationships.

Additionally, the study relied heavily on
communication to understand how people
with ID view healthy and unhealthy
relationships. While we provided visual aids
and some individuals used communication
devices, our only window into understanding
the perspectives of people with ID was
through responses from research participants.
Many people with ID who are victims of
abuse, neglect, and exploitation do not have
communication systems. While people with
ID with limited communication can and
should be included in abuse prevention
interventions, we still know little about the
benefits of abuse prevention interventions,
like LEAP, for this group.

Finally, the theoretical framework of LEAP
is predicated on the idea that changes in
beliefs will influence self-efficacy and
action. For this study, the way that we
examined participant changes in
understanding and action was through
responses to vignette scenarios. We did not
include abuse incidence rates or data
collection on how participants reacted to real-
life unhealthy encounters after the LEAP
intervention as outcome measures. Since the
central purpose of LEAP is prevention of
abuse, our research team, and others
examining outcomes of abuse prevention
interventions may want to consider direct
follow-up measures on incident reduction to
evaluate impact.



Implications

Although participants in the LEAP
intervention had improved outcomes
regarding responses to questions about a
video-based scenario, there is much work to
be done regarding complex conversations
surrounding abuse, neglect, and exploitation.
It’s important to note that the participant’s
responses improved after a relatively short
intervention of just four 90-minute LEAP
sessions. Further conversations about these
complex and nuanced issues should be held
regularly with trusted support providers.
Furthermore, special attention should also be
focused on the avoidance of teaching people
with disabilities compliance based behaviors,
such as obediently following verbal
commands from paid staff, which may
inadvertently be reinforcing requests to
comply with demands that result in sexual
assault (Kim, 2016). It is critical that we
provide safe environments and set aside time
so that people may discuss complex feelings
and relationships with peers and support
staff.

Although support staff may develop close
relationships and develop reciprocal
friendships over years of supporting a person
with a disability, many with little history or
experience step into their care provider role

with the expectation of immediate trust and
friendship. This lack of professional
boundaries and inaccurate assumption may
foster ongoing confusion for people using
support services regarding whom should be
trusted. Although the current health
pandemic has caused many to be lonely and
isolated, it is essential that people with
disabilities develop community connections
with others who are not paid staff or family
members.

Further qualitative research is needed to
understand  how abuse prevention
interventions impact people with disabilities
as revealed in their own words and responses,
which would typically not be captured in
quantitative studies. Qualitative research
posits itself to empower individuals who are
considered marginalized by giving voice to
their experience (Hash & Cramer, 2003).

Lastly, the LEAP intervention was provided
to adults, many of whom disclosed abuse that
had occurred earlier in their lives. To truly
address prevention of abuse, information
regarding the core concepts of LEAP should
be instructed at a younger age so that youth
and adults are equipped with strategies to
undertake steps to accessing help that will be
well rehearsed and practice
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Abstract: All students can experience challenges based on their social identities such as race,
ethnicity, sexual orientation, religion, language, socioeconomic status, and others. Students in
special education also face challenges, stigmas, and stereotypes due to having a disability. The
term intersectionality is used when a student has multiple social identities. To meet the needs of
students who experience intersectionality, educators must first examine their own and their
students’ social identities. Next steps include evaluating how those socially identified
characteristics and teaching roles affect education within the school environment. This article
outlines a framework to support the process of gaining cultural competence by asking questions
including who you are personally and in your role as an educator, who are your students, what
do you teach, how do you teach, and how does your climate and classroom interactions affect
learning. These questions help equity focused educators move towards creating culturally
sustaining classrooms.

Our world is experiencing unprecedented religion, family background, or family
times with Covid-19 spring boarding us into income (The Aspen Institute, n.d.). Focusing
a digital realm that much of society was on equity means being fair and impartial
previously unfamiliar with. This springboard without bias. Adopting intersectionality
was coupled with an increasing call for social pedagogy as a framework in the classroom
justice accompanied by protests, both in the can help educators focus on equity. Educators
United States and worldwide, sparked by need to move beyond having conversations
police officers killing Black and brown about social justice and recognize
people with minimal recourse (Cohen et al., multicultural differences; then they need to
2020). Access to the digital realm is not move beyond that to engage in cultural
equally available by all; this digital divide is critical  consciousness and  personal
defined as patterns of unequal access to reflection.

information technology based on factors such

as income, race, ethnicity, gender, age, and Intersectional pedagogy

geography (Mossberger et al., 2003). The Teaching with a focus on intersectional
digital divide and these social justice crises pedagogy requires educators to engage in
have spotlighted the disparities that plague introspective reflection and interrogate their
our educational system including the need for role in systemic injustices (Niles & Harkins
more equity focused educators. Educational Monaco, 2019). To ensure equity in the
equity ensures all students have access to the classroom, educators must understand the
resources they need to be successful, unique challenges and barriers faced by
regardless of their race, gender, sexual students and provide support, so every
orientation, ability, ethnicity, language, student has equal opportunities for success.
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To begin to understand the experiences of
students with diverse social identities in
classrooms, educators should first reflect
upon their own social identity, personal
perspectives, biases, and roles (Lindo & Lim,
2020).

Across societies of the world, individuals
view themselves as part of defined social
groups or identities (Levine & Campbell,
1972). Social identities are constructed
through values, practices, and beliefs thus
defined by the individual cultures one
subscribes to (Brewer & Yuki, 2007). Social
identity deals with the individual’s self-
concept based on their knowledge and
emotional ties in a social group (Tajfel, 1981)
and are not just a label of who one is, it
describes the importance an individual places
on membership in the social groups and their
willingness to adopt the norms of the group
(Haslam, 2000; Unsworth & Fielding, 2014).

Social identities are created and accepted by
society and can vary between societies and
subcultures. Special educators are faced with
educating students who experience multiple
social identities in addition to their disability.
This refers to intersectionality, or the
multidimensionality of disability and at least
one other social identity such as race,
ethnicity, religion, economic class, language,
gender, and/or sexual identity (Garcia &
Ortiz, 2013; Kumashiro, 2000).

All  educators have conscious and
unconscious biases, widely held and
oversimplified  beliefs, attitudes and

prejudices, or stereotypes about individuals
based on social identity (Niles & Harkins
Monaco, 2019; Staats et al., 2015). These
unconscious or hidden biases influence the
way educators act toward students, often with
unintended discriminatory consequences
(PBS, 2020). Implicit bias is a cause of
unintended discrimination that leads to
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inequalities (PBS, 2020). Educators with
biases can keep students from reaching their
full potential by limiting the students'
opportunities and resources based on the
assumptions and expectations related to the
bias.

Figure 1 presents a helpful framework for
identifying both educators and their students’
social identities and evaluating how these
identities play into what educators teach, how
they teach, and how these identities impact
learning. In the following sections, we break
down each step of the framework.

Who am I personally and in my role as an
educator?

Within the United States, the education
workforce is 79-85% non-Hispanic White.
Our Black community represents 13% of the
population, but only 3-7% of the educational
workforce. Hispanics represent 18.5% of the
population, but only 7-9% of educators
(NCES, 2020; U.S. Census, 2019). These
statistics illustrate the disparity between the
education workforce and the student
population. Educators are overwhelmingly
European American, monolingual, middle-
class, White females who have had little
sustained or substantive interaction with
people of color (Gay & Kirkland, 2003; Shah
& Coles, 2020; Ullucci, 2012).

Educators who are aware of these disparities
and seek to be culturally competent, engage
in activities to gain a deep understanding of
their own social identities, beliefs, values,
assumptions, and perspectives. Effective
teaching requires activities such as personal
reflection and critical analysis of an
educator’s own cultural lens, life
experiences, and membership in various
identity groups (Muniz, 2020). Routine
engagement in self-awareness activities is
foundational to culturally sustaining teaching
and learning (Irish & Scrubb, 2012).



Figure 1. Guiding questions for understanding intersectionality in the classroom

Ask..Who am I personally and in
my role an educator?

Who are my students?

>

Reflect

>

Ask...What do I teach?
How do I teach?

How does my classroom climate and
interactions affect student's learning?

\

/

Educators need to ask themselves how their

personal identities, backgrounds, and
experiences influence their beliefs and
behaviors and thoroughly analyze and

monitor how this impact their instruction.
Becoming self-aware can be difficult and
uncomfortable for educators who have never
previously engaged in this type of
exploration. Educators need to examine these
factors so they can understand internalized
biases that shape their instruction and
effectively meet the needs of students with
multiple social identities.

Research documents that the American
identity is more strongly associated with
European Americans than with other
ethnicities (Dasgupta & Yogeeswaran, 2011;
Devos & Banaji, 2005). White Americans
tend to lack the ability to recognize their own
culture or social identities. However, if one
does not understand their own social identity
and who they are, how can they understand
the social identities of other people?
Educators need to critically consider how
their cultural identities have socialized the

>
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Reflect

beliefs they have of others (Delpit, 1988). We
use the term diverse very broadly in this
article to describe groups of individuals from
a range of different social identities.

Many White educators have had few, if any,
interactions with people of color (Gay &
Kirkland, 2003; Shah & Coles, 2020; and
Ullucci, 2012). Without being critically
conscious or self-reflective, they have no
means to becoming culturally competent or
to infuse intersectional pedagogy using
culturally  sustaining  practices.  Self-
reflection is an important first step because it
allows educators to diligently work on
understanding their unconscious biases
which  develops cultural competency,
“understanding, sensitivity, and appreciation
for the history, values, experiences, and
lifestyles of others” (Muniz, 2020, p. 4).

Identity is a framework for understanding
who we are personally and individually and
how we see ourselves (Garmston &
Wellman, 1997; York-Barr et al., 2016).
Identities and roles are different. In our lives,



we assume multiple roles such as friend,
son/daughter, sibling, parent, spouse/partner,
leader, and educator. Roles define
relationships, functions, or classes of
responsibility (York-Barr et al, 2016).
Individual identities refer to what one
believes, how one thinks, and how one
behaves in different contexts. Once educators
have determined their roles, they then need to
explore how their identities play out in the
roles in which they assume. What are the
effects of personal identities on the roles an
educator assumes in a school and classroom
environment? How does the influence of
social identities on the educator role impact
teaching, learning, and interactions with
students in schools? Educators need to
answer the question: Who am I in my role as
an educator?

Who are my students?

As educators begin to develop an
understanding of themselves, they should
then seek to understand their students and
their school context to recognize and redress
bias both personally and in the system. Every
student possesses a unique background and
experiences based on various cultural
traditions, norms, and values that inform their
ways of knowing and learning (Irish &
Scrubb, 2012). An educator's effort to have a
thorough understanding of their own social
identity, their students’ social identities, and
how these differences affect learning can
influence them to make teaching more
relevant to diverse students. Students come
with more than what's in their backpack and
each child is more than just a student. They
are a collection of their social identities.
Understanding who the students are in a
classroom is a big part of having a culturally
sustaining classroom.

Cultural competence is more of a journey
than a destination or something that can be
achieved. Educators should always be
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learning more about every culture or social
identity they encounter. Each interaction with
anew culture provides another opportunity to
gain more cultural competence. To increase
one's cultural competence, educators must
understand the sociopolitical constructs that
impact students with disabilities. Educators
with greater cultural competence employ
practices that support students to “honor their
own cultural beliefs and practices while
acquiring access to the wider culture, where
[students] are likely to have a chance of
improving their socioeconomic status and
making informed decisions about the lives
they wish to lead” (Ladson Billings, 2008, p.
36).

Many of the students in today's classroom are
a part of multiple social identities and thus
deal with the issues, experiences, and
advantages/disadvantages that come with
membership of these groups. For example, a
student with autism, who identifies as Black,
nonbinary, and Muslim might have to deal
with the stigmas and stereotypes about race,
cultural, and gender identity along with
disability. This student is also affected by
how their family views disability through the
lens of their Muslim culture. To some
educators, these factors may seem abstract or
not significantly impacting the educational
experience of the student, but these social
constructs create real and lasting
consequences. For example, African
American and Latino children with autism
are diagnostically evaluated later than their
White peers with autism (AADM, 2020;
CDC, 2016; Furfaro, 2017).

To wunderstand who our students are,
educators must understand what their
students bring into the classroom. Students
deal with a hybrid of issues that require
educators to understand multiple cultures as
well as the student's personal experiences
(Harris & Leonardo, 2018) Understanding



multiple cultures involves developing deep
and intention relationships from members of
those cultures. This is not a linear or one-time
process, as students develop and move out of
the class educators are introduced to new
cultures that warrants understanding.

There are several strategies that help
educators understand the diverse cultures of
their students. One strategy is to collaborate
with families and the local community
(Muniz, 2020). A way to do this that offers
more of a long-term relationship is by
developing cultural informants. Cultural
informants are knowledge members of a
particular culture that are willing to answer
questions about the culture and can
communicate the answers to understanding
(Carrero et al., 2019). These persons could
be community members, family members of
students, or co-workers. It's important to note
that members of a particular culture may not
want to be a cultural informant, nor might
they be qualified; educators should be
explicit in communicating their expectations
of the relationship with a potential cultural
informant beforehand.

A more direct strategy of understanding
students is to have them share and showcase
their personal experiences. Perspective-
taking activities allows the educators to
acquire an understanding of norms, values,
and traditions that have informed students’
worldviews and learning  behaviors.
Becoming knowledgeable of the experiences

students share allows the educator to
understand and analyze how these
experiences could affect the student's

education. These opportunities can be formal
through journal prompts and discussions that
are incorporated into the instruction, or they
can be informal like sharing interests and
recent events during transitions and down
time. Another idea is to have students reflect
on the wvalue of tradition, religion,
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independence, education, work, values (e.g.,
respect, honesty, timeliness), and to have
meaningful conversations in class about the
personal perspectives (Irish & Scrubb, 2012).
These types of activities encourage students
to engage in critical reflection on deeply held
assumptions, values, and beliefs. Research
has noted that in intentional groupings of
racially diverse groups of students, students
are more likely to discuss racial issues and
have been shown to have a positive impact on
especially White students (Chang, 1996;
Lorenzo, 2021, Myers et al. 2020). As
educators consistently incorporate
opportunities for students to share their
experiences,  their  understanding is
broadened, and they can relate more to
student concerns.

Another strategy is to create a space that is
welcoming to students’ communication
styles. Educators want to communicate in
linguistically and culturally responsive ways
(Muniz, 2020). Culturally competent
educators engage in intercultural
communication that considers linguistic and
cultural differences and utilizes active
listening, elaboration, paraphrasing, and
restatement techniques (Irish & Scrubb,
2012). Active listening, where both the
sender and receiver are focused with
distractions minimized, is helpful when
different languages are involved.

What do I teach? How do I teach?

Educators must engage in critical reflection
of who they are and who their students are to
really understand and dislodge tightly held
cultural assumptions, misconceptions, and
stereotypes before they examine what and
how they teach. Once educators are in touch
with their own and their student’s social
identities, they can promote respect for their
students’ differences and draw on students’
culture to shape curriculum and instruction
(Muniz, 2020). Educators should examine



what they teach, how they teach, and assess
the current classroom climate for peer
interactions, social justice, and inclusive
behaviors.

Educators can start shaping personal
reflections directly into daily practices by
reviewing Adams et al.’s (2010) Pedagogical
Framework for Social Justice Education,
which suggests prioritizing relationships and
personal growth through emotional and
cognitive learning, individual student
experiences, and student-centered learning.
Educators can answer the questions in Table
1. The answers to these questions can be
shaped into norms to actively infuse the
intersectional  concepts into  culturally
sustaining pedagogies and daily practice.
These practices help students understand 1)
the power of social influences and structures,
2) intergroup communications, and 3) how to
constructively deal with conflict. In addition
to building cultural competence, educators
can also work to identify assumptions and
areas that need reshaping within the broader
systems and settings to improve equity in the
classroom and ensure they are meeting the
intersectional needs of students. Answering
these questions allows educators to examine
What is currently happening in the classroom
that takes into consideration the students’
social identities? Where are areas of
improvement?

In situations where beliefs about learning
vary, without understanding there may be
misunderstandings. When a student comes
from a community where timely arrival is not
part of their culture, they may arrive to class
consistently late. They do not link their
learning to timely arrival to class whereas the
educator may view punctuality as a sign of
respect. Another example is a class that has a
student who blurts out questions loudly
during class as they come from a culture that
has a direct communication style. Another

32

student from a different culture may remain
quiet and not ask a question even when they
are wrestling with content. Without cultural
understanding, these students may be viewed
as disruptive, quiet, disrespectful, or
respectful.

Special education is designed to ensure that
all students receive a free appropriate
education, but students with disabilities and
their families from minority communities
experience cultural biases (Pearson et al.,
2021). These biases have significant
consequences including oppressive
interactions with students, a lack of or
misrepresentation in the curriculum, and
unfair discipline practices (Gaffney, 2019).
The reality is that when students are not
members of desired societal constructs (e.g.,
White, male, cis-gender, heterosexual, etc.),
they are more likely to be treated as incapable
or problematic (Broderick & Leonoardo,
2016). For example, boys of color are treated
differently than their White peers, which
results in academic disparities, opportunity
gaps, and impacts how they are viewed by
peers and adults (Fish, 2019; Liang et al.,
2020). This has significant consequences for
students with disabilities.

Special  education  practitioners  often
advocate to combat injustices on behalf of
their students, but they tend to center only on
their students’ disabilities. When educators
use singular social frameworks to define their
students, they are erasing the experiences of
certain people (Cooper, 2006; Crenshaw,
1989), ultimately contributing to systematic
marginalization. While this does not mean
that all special education practitioners are
ineffective, the reality is that they are at high
risk to perpetuate systems of inequalities,
specifically ~ with  special  education
identification, placement, and discipline
practices (Nielsen Gatti et al., 2021; Skiba et
al., 2016). Many special educators are



Table 1. Inclusive Social Justice Questions and Teaching Approaches for the Classroom

Questions

Basic Teaching Approach Examples

Do you balance the emotional and
cognitive elements of your
students’ learning?

To balance the emotional and cognitive components of the learning process,
pay attention to personal safety, classroom norms, and guidelines for
expected behaviors when teaching.

Do you highlight individual
student’s experiences alongside
illuminating any systemic issues?

To acknowledge and support individual student’s social identities and
experiences while illuminating the systemic call attention to the here-and-
now of the classroom setting and ground the systemic or abstract in an
accumulation of concrete, real-world backgrounds, and experiences when
teaching.

Do you support social relationships
and communication within the
classroom?

To attend to social relations within the classroom, help students name
behaviors that emerge in classrooms, understand group processes, and
improve interpersonal pro-social communications, without judging when
teaching.

Do you have and utilize a wide
variety of tools for student-centered
learning?

To utilize reflection and experience as tools for student-centered learning,
begin from the student’s worldview and experience as the starting point for
dialogue or problem-solving when teaching.

Do you value awareness, personal
growth, and change as outcomes of
students’ learning?

To value awareness, personal growth, and change as outcomes of the
learning process, balance different learning styles and explicitly organize
around social awareness, knowledge, and social action in relation to student
interest and readiness when teaching.

Do you use inclusive language?

To ensure the use inclusive language, have students put preferred pronouns
on name tents and referred to as “she”, “he,” as well as the singular “they”
when teaching

Do you avoid use of phrases that
exclude some students?

To avoid using phrases that exclude some, avoid using phrases such as “It’s
easy to see...” or “I’m sure you all know the answer...”? when teaching.

Do you use terminology that is
respectful for social groups?

To use respectful terminology, avoid using and avoid outdated terms when
teaching.

Do you respect students’ social
identities, backgrounds, and
heritages?

To respect student’s backgrounds, use their names and pronounce them
correctly, use strategies like mnemonics, when teaching.

Do you address diversity issues in
class discussions?

To address diversity issues in class discussions, provide numerous
opportunities for students to share their perspectives, knowledge, and
personal life experience when teaching.

Do you treat students equally?

To treat students equally include them in classroom decision making and
provide diverse opportunities when teaching.

Do you respond consistently to
students?

To respond consistently to students, ensure when you notice that a student is
unprepared for class, that you respond the same regardless of any social
identities they ascribe to when teaching.
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Do you acknowledge your students’
different communication styles?

When asking students’ questions, allow them to answer through various
modes of expressions such as orally, written, through illustrations, and/or
nonverbal gestures when teaching.

Do you give consistent and positive
feedback to all students?

When giving feedback, use praise consistently by acknowledging not only
correct answers but also effort when teaching.

Adapted from Adams et al., 2016

unaware of their biases (Gay & Howard,
2000; Owen, 2010); others are not willing to
engage in this work (Darling-Hammond,
2002); and others claim to treat all children
the same (Owen, 2010).

There are other issues that also contribute to
systems of inequality in special education.
First, families and caregivers with more
resources tend to seek out labels such as
autism over other disability categories (Eyal,
2013; Liuetal., 2010; Ong-Dean, 2009). This
not only influences the process of how
students are sorted into different disability
categories, but it reinforces racialized
categories of disability (Domina et al., 2017,
Fish, 2019). Second, the delay of an accurate
diagnosis affects the results of early
intervention services, and it limits long term
access to services (Hartlep, 2009; Hosking,
2008; Pearson et al., 2021). This
disproportionally affects students from
minority communities. Third, students of
color who are labeled with a disability are
more likely to be educated in separate special
education classes as compared to their White
peers with the same disability label (Fierros
& Conroy, 2002). This means that White
students are more likely to be treated as
capable of being educated in general
education environments, while students of
color are treated as problems who need
remediation and segregation (Walton et al.,
2016). This ultimately reinforces unjust
special education practices (Neilsen Gatti et
al., 2021).
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All these issues impact how families or
caregivers feel about their students’ schools;
families and caregivers of color report a lack
of trust in their student’s school (Brandon et
al.,  2010), citing experiences  of
estrangement, alienation, and discrimination
(Adelman, 1994; Lovelace & Robertson,
2018). For example, African American
families of students with autism report
challenges in accessing school support and
question if special education professionals
are trustworthy or responsive (Pearson &
Meadan, 2018). As a result, they do not
access support at the same rate as their White
peers; only 2% of Latino and 5% of African
American families utilized formal support,
while 87% of White families participated in
them (Mandell & Salzer, 2007; Pearson et al.,
2021).

It is important for educators to thoroughly
analyze and carefully monitor personal
beliefs and instructional behaviors and the
best ways to teach ethnically different
students for maximum positive effects (Gay
& Kirkland, 2003; Shah & Coles, 2020;
Ullucei, 2012). Bell et al., (2016) Five
Dimension of Diversity and Equity in the
Classroom serves to identify the connections
between pedagogy and student learning,
student relationships, and classroom climate.
It emphasizes the importance of considering
course design alongside facilitation and
suggests evaluating the following five
dimensions: 1) pedagogical methods; 2)
curricula; 3) student learning; 4) classroom




Figure 2. Five Dimensions of Diversity and Equity in the Classroom
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climate; and 5) group dynamics.

Each dimension is interrelated and
interconnected and offers a point of entry for
considering how classrooms may be shaped
to be more culturally sustaining (Adams, et
al., 2016).

How does my climate and classroom
interactions affect learning?

A welcoming space, which is a critical
component of effective teaching, is a
classroom that demonstrates respect for the
students. In addition to pedagogical and
subject matter knowledge, effective
educators relate to their students and possess
dispositions such as compassion, fairness,
and respect for diversity (Irish & Scrubb,
2012). This fairness involves an environment
that provides individual accommodations.
Learning about the cultures of individual
students provides a foundation for
implementing effective accommodations that
facilitate learning. Learning about students
involves listening to them, interacting with
them, and modeling for them.
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In the section of who are my students, we
offered strategies for learning about students.
These strategies, along with others, should be
implemented intentionally and become a
regular part of the educational experience.
Student focus is a big component of learning,
and a distracted mind decreases a student's
ability to retain information (Paul, 2013).
Educators who create a safe and welcoming
environment provide the opportunities for
students to debrief and discuss the issues that
are distracting them, thus allowing them to
better focus on instruction. Another benefit of
a welcoming environment is that students are
more willing to ask questions. These
questions offer the educator insight into their
level of understanding as well as personal
experience of their students. Educators can
incorporate these insights into instruction and
rapport building.

Reflection

As educators progress through the steps
presented in Figure 1, there are places to stop
and reflect. This is because “where there is no
reflection, there will be no learning”



(Wahlstrom & York-Barr, 2011, p. 32).
Reflective practice is considered a powerful
norm in supporting educators’ competence
and helping inform, improve, and achieve
high levels of student learning (Bright, 1996;
Kruse et al., 1995; Senge et al., 2012; Stefty
etal., 2000; York-Barr et al., 2016). In Figure
1, the suggested reflections or continuous
critiques are imperative for educators to have
a thorough understanding of who they are,
understand the students they teach, question
their knowledge and assumptions as well as
how all of this affects teaching and learning
behaviors. Self-reflection is deemed to be as
important as the mastery of instructional
techniques and can lead to cultural critical
consciousness, which is imperative to
improving the educational opportunities and
outcomes for students (Gay & Kirkland,
2003; Shah & Coles, 2020; Ullucci, 2012).
The explicit goal of reflection, an act of self-
conscious consideration, is to lead to a
deepened understanding and profound
awareness of ourselves and others and how
social contexts influence us so we may
change our thoughts and behaviors
(Danielewicz, 2001; Gay & Kirkland, 2003;
Ullucei, 2012). To be reflective means
intentionally choosing ways of thinking,
being, and doing while aware of our thoughts
and actions, and committing to continuous
growth as a person and educator.

Conclusion

The reality 1is that special education
professionals do not necessarily understand
the diverse complexities of students who are
from cultural backgrounds that are different
from their own. Unfortunately, evidence
suggests that they are also not seeking to
understand their students’ cultural identities.
Special education professionals must come to
terms with how bias, racism, and ableism
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influence their daily professional practices.
While personal and inner reflective dialogues
are imperative, they need to be accompanied
by similar  dialogues and critical
conversations with other educators about
diverse social identities, classroom climates,
and learning opportunities in education (Gay
& Kirkland, 2016). This manuscript
discusses how special educators can foster
cultures where students’ multiple identities
are welcomed into their schooling.

To do this, we presented a framework that
requires educators to ask themselves, and
reflect upon, a series of questions designed to
help better understand their students. These
questions challenge educators to think
critically about their own identity as well as
the identities of their students. This
framework also pushes educators to think
about their teaching and how the classroom
climate may create unequal opportunities for
success among their students. A key part of
this framework is reflection. Answering these
questions superficially will not lead to the
understanding about intersectionality that is
crucial to having a culturally sustaining
classroom. Taking time to look deeply and
analyze how these concepts affect student
success 1s paramount. Finally, educators
should frequently revisit these questions as a
way to check-in with themselves and reflect
on curriculum, instruction, and current
classroom practices that may add to the
inequalities that students with multiple-
marginalized identities face. Changes in the
classroom environment such as new students
entering the classroom or introducing new
curriculum or instructional strategies, present
a good opportunity to revisit these questions
and ensure a climate that supports and uplifts
all the social identities of the students is
maintained.
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Abstract: Despite inclusion efforts, research consistently documents the low quality and quantity
of friendships of individuals with autism spectrum disorder (ASD; e.g., Petrina et al., 2014). What
is less clear from the literature, is how individuals with ASD describe their friendships, what
characteristics they value in a friend, and what they enjoy doing with their friends. Understanding
how individuals with ASD view friendship can aid in developing interventions to help individuals
with ASD foster and maintain positive relationships with their peers. This article synthesizes the
literature on friendships from the perceptions of individuals with ASD. Recommendations for
practice and directions for future research are provided.

Friendships are critical building blocks for
connection and belonging (Hartup &
Stevens, 1999). Friendships are also complex
and difficult to define (Bagwell & Schmidt,
2011). Traditionally, friendship includes
three components: (a) reciprocity, (b) a
relationship that derives from mutual
affection, (c) and a relationship that is
voluntary (Bukowski et al., 1996; Rubin et
al., 2006). Friendships are based on choice
and personal preference, which are often
driven by personality characteristics (Fein,
2015). The longevity of authentic friendships
1s maintained through shared experiences
(Fein, 2015).

The influence of friendship is powerful and
impacts several areas of development
(Bauminger-Zviely & Agam-Ben-Artzi,
2014). Specifically, meaningful friendships
early in life can promote prosocial behaviors
like mutual caring, companionship, and
empathy (Barry & Wentzel, 2006). For boys,
early friendships may also improve social
skills in elementary school (Engle et al.,
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2011).  Authentic friendships provide
opportunities for children to develop
emotional regulation, resiliency, problem-
solving skills, and strategies for resolving
conflicts (Dunn, 2004). Moreover, research
has shown that the presence of friendship can
be a protective factor against peer
victimization (Hodges et al., 1999; Bollmer
et al., 2005), loneliness, and depression
(Parker & Asher, 1993; Vitaro et al., 2009).
The impact friendship has over the lifespan
should not be underestimated. Unfortunately,
developing and maintaining friendships is not
easy for everyone. This is especially true for
individuals with autism spectrum disorder
(ASD), as key characteristics of ASD can
make it difficult to foster and maintain
friendships.

Characteristics of Individuals with ASD
that Impact Friendships

The defining features of ASD as outlined in
the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of
Mental Disorders (APA, 2013) highlight
several characteristics that may make



fostering and maintaining friendships
difficult. For example, individuals with ASD
have a preference for focusing on special
interest topics (APA, 2013). This can become
problematic in friendships if the individual
with ASD will only engage in conversation
and play around their preferred interests. The
defining features of ASD also include
difficulties with social interaction and verbal
and non-verbal communication (APA, 2013)
making engaging in reciprocal conversations
difficult. Moreover, individuals with ASD
may have significant deficits in social-
emotional reciprocity and deficits in
developing, maintaining, and understanding
relationships (Bailey & Baker, 2020).

Individuals with ASD may have additional
traits that influence their ability to form
friendships. For example, cognitive skills
may play a role in quantity of friendships for
individuals with ASD. Mazurek and Kanne
(2010) found that children with ASD who
have higher IQs tend to have more friends
than children with ASD who have lower 1Qs.
Bauminger-Zviely and Agam-Ben-Artzi
(2014) found that individuals with high
functioning ASD (HFASD) demonstrated
poorer cooperative skills, less positive affect,
and less well-developed conversational
skills, as well as a more rigid conversation
style than neurotypical individuals. Fein

(2015) cited additional challenges for
individuals  with  ASD  related to
understanding  others’ actions and

interpreting the meaning behind those
actions. For example, participants had
difficulty understanding nonverbal cues,
challenges with self-regulation, and a
preference for focusing on one task or
activity for long periods of time rather than
multitasking.

Research indicates communication skills and
gender of individuals with ASD may
influence friendships (Dean et al., 2014;
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Orsmond et al, 2013). For example,
Orsmond et al. (2013) found individuals with
significant ~ impairments  related  to
communication and functional cognitive
skills were less likely to receive phone calls
from or get together with friends. Further,
Dean and colleagues (2014) examined the
social relationships of elementary aged
students with HFASD and found the social
exclusion of boys with ASD is more overt
than girls with ASD, who appeared to be
overlooked, rather than rejected.

Barriers to the inclusion of individuals with
ASD can also impact friendship
development. Possible barriers to the
inclusion of individuals with ASD include
differences in communication style with
peers and adults, preferences for working
alone versus working in groups, challenges in
imaginary role-play, and a propensity to
become overwhelmed in highly stimulating
environments or chaotic situations (Bailey &
Baker, 2020). These differences can present
themselves as barriers to inclusion during
school activities, in that misunderstandings in
communication, increased sensitivity to
change or the unknown, and an increase in
anxiety and negative reactions can occur
throughout various social interactions.
Additional barriers to inclusion might include
structural factors (e.g., educational placement
in more segregated settings with limited
opportunities to interact with peers without
disabilities), limited teacher training on
autism and how to facilitate friendships, and
lack of understanding from students without
autism on communication and behavioral
differences. Taken  together,  these
characteristics of individuals with ASD and
barriers to inclusion make fostering and
maintaining friendships difficult.

Friendships of Individuals with ASD
The lack of meaningful friendships and social
connections for individuals with ASD is



well-documented  through  longitudinal
follow-up studies as well as research
examining quality of life in adulthood
(Orsmond et al., 2013). Overall, researchers
have concluded that fewer children with ASD
have meaningful friendships than their
neurotypical peers (see Bauminger-Zviely &
Agam-Ben-Artzi, 2014). Recent research
indicates approximately one-half to two-
thirds of individuals with ASD do not have
any meaningful friendships (Bailey & Baker,
2020; Dean et al., 2014; Orsmond et al.,
2013; Shattuck et al., 2011). Moreover, when
compared to neurotypical peers, the
friendship networks for children with ASD
are smaller and weaker (Chamberlain et al.,
2007). Research also indicates students with
ASD spend less time playing with peers than
their neurotypical peers (Locke et al., 2016).
Though, it should be noted that at times,
solitary play is preferred for those with ASD.

Furthermore, individuals with ASD seem to
have more difficulties forming and
maintaining friendships than individuals in
other disability categories. Adolescents with
ASD have been shown to have higher rates of
social isolation over adolescents receiving
special education services in the areas of
intellectual disability, emotional disturbance,
and learning disability (Orsmond et al.,
2013). More specifically, 40% of students
with ASD reported they never get together
with friends, which 1is twice that of
individuals with intellectual disability.
Nearly half of the individuals with ASD
never received phone calls or invitations to
activities by friends (Orsmond et al., 2013).

Individuals with ASD can develop
friendships, but they often look different than
friendships for individuals without ASD.
Recent studies (see Bauminger-Zviely &
Agam-Ben-Artzi, 2014) indicate students
with HFASD maintain authentic friendships
which can last between six months and four
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years. These friendships usually are formed
with same-age, same-sex peers, and may
develop with typical peers (i.e., mixed
friendship) or with peers with HFASD (i.e.,
nonmixed friendship; Bauminger-Zviely &
Agam-Ben-Artzi, 2014).  Once  the
friendships are formed, they do not appear to
be as intimate and supportive as neurotypical
friendships (Bauminger-Zviely & Agam-
Ben-Artzi, 2014; Orsmond et al., 2013).

For individuals with ASD, less focus should
be on evaluating the quality and meaning of
friendship from an outsider’s perception, and
more focus should be on individual
perceptions and the benefits of that friendship
for each person (Winchell et al., 2018).
Research has consistently documented that
compared to typically developing peers,
youth and adolescents with ASD have fewer
friends, lower frequency of contact with
peers outside of school, shorter duration of
friendships, lower level of reciprocity in
friendships, and lower levels of friendship
quality (Petrina et al., 2014). What is less
clear is how individuals with ASD describe
their friendships, what characteristics they
value in a friend, and what they enjoy doing
with their friends. How individuals with ASD
define and view friendship may be different
from the “traditional” view of friendship (i.e.,
reciprocal, derives from mutual affection,
voluntary; Bukowski et al., 1996; Rubin et
al., 2006) but that does not make the
friendship any less meaningful.
Understanding how individuals with ASD
define friendships, what they look for in a
friend, what they enjoy doing with their
friends, and how they feel they benefit from
friendships, can help guide future research
and interventions to increase friendship

development and support maintaining
friendships of individuals with ASD.
However, there is limited literature

summarizing how individuals with ASD
perceive their friendships. The purpose of



this review is to synthesize the extant
literature on studies conducted with
individuals with ASD that examined their
perceptions of friendship.

Method
The authors conducted a search of the
literature for published studies documenting
the perceptions of individuals with ASD on
friendship using a multiple-gated process.
The process included the following steps: (1)
electronic search, (b) title and abstract
review, (c) ancestral search, and (d)
application of inclusion criteria to potential
articles. To identify potential articles a search

was conducted in education databases.
Search terms included all possible
combinations and derivatives of the

following terms: (a) autism or Asperger*, (b)
friend*, and (c) perspective OR opinion OR
belie* OR experienc*. The search was
limited to peer reviewed journals and the first
two search terms were limited to abstracts. A
total of 138 articles were identified through
the electronic search.

To identify if articles met the inclusion
criteria the first and second authors
independently read the titles and abstracts of
all 138 articles and retained articles with the
potential to meet inclusion criteria. Articles
were included in the review if they (a)
included participants with ASD, (b) included
perceptions from participants with ASD (not
peers, caregivers, or teachers), (¢) one of the
research aims was related to friendship, (d)
not an intervention study, and (e) included
qualitative analysis. Twenty-four articles
were identified as possibly meeting inclusion
criteria and interrater reliability was 88%.
Then, the first and second author read all 24
articles in full, discussed if the articles met
inclusion criteria, and came to a consensus.
Ancestral searches were conducted of all
articles that met the inclusion criteria stated
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above. Thirteen studies met the inclusion
criteria and are included in this review.

Thematic analysis was used to identify
themes across the qualitative data of the
identified studies (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
While quantitative data are important, for the
purposes of this literature review the authors
wanted a deeper understanding of friendship,
and Bolte (2014) argues that qualitative data
are imperative “to gain a deeper
understanding of human behavior and
experiences” (p. 67). Therefore, the authors
only examined the qualitative data of the
included articles. To gain a deeper
understanding of friendship from the
perceptions of individuals with ASD, only
data collected from individuals with ASD
were examined. To begin analyzing the
studies, the first and second authors read the
articles independently and looked for patterns
across the studies. Once initial patterns were
identified the first and second authors reread
all articles, abstracted data from the articles
into a table, and categorized the data by
pattern. Themes were then discussed and
solidified.

Results

Five major themes were identified from the
13 studies (see table 1): (1) individuals with
ASD have friends and/or want friends, (2)
characteristics individuals with ASD seek in
friendships/characteristics of their friends,
(3) activities individuals with ASD do with
friends/shared interests, (4) challenges
individuals with ASD experience
establishing and maintaining friendships, and
(e) bullying. Table 2 provides descriptive
information and themes present in the
included articles.

Participants
There were 167 participants (112 males and
55 females) across the 13 included studies.



Table 1. Major Themes Across Included Studies

1) Individuals with ASD have friends and/or want friends

2) Characteristics individuals with ASD seek in friendships/characteristics of their friends

3) Activities individuals with ASD do with friends/shared interests

4) Challenges individuals with ASD experience establishing and maintaining friendships

5) Bullying

Age of the participants ranged from five to 21
years of age. Across the studies, the diagnosis
of the participants included autism, Asperger
syndrome, and HFASD. Some participants
had comorbid diagnoses including severe
learning disabilities, speech and language
difficulties, anxiety, global developmental
delay, ADHD, dyslexia, OCD, facial tic
disorder, depression, epilepsy, and moderate
learning difficulties. Not all studies reported
race and/or ethnicity. Those that did, reported
participants were Caucasian, African
American, Latino, White Other, White
British, Black African, and Asian. Participant
diagnosis and race and/or ethnicity is
reported in Table 2 as it was reported in the
original study.

Have Friends/Want Friends

The most prevalent theme across included
studies was most participants indicated they
have friends or want friends with most
reporting they have friends. This was
mentioned in 10 of the included studies.
Participants across studies clearly articulated
they have friends (Calder et al., 2012; Cook
et al.,, 2016; Daniel & Billingsley, 2010;
Gallup et al.,, 2016; Howard et al., 2006;
Potter, 2014; Rossetti, 2011; Sedgewick et
al., 2016; Vine Foggo & Webster, 2017). For
example, Rossetti (2011) reported that both
participants with ASD had friends, engaged
in inside jokes, and were excited to see each
other. These friendships were not defined by
the researcher, rather participants with ASD
identified and described their friendships. For
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example, in a study examining video game
play and social interactions, one participant
with ASD shared, “...I can have more friends
online and socialize just like you do...”
(Gallup et al, 2016, p. 232). These
friendships were meaningful to the
participants. Of the friendships reported
across studies, some participants reported
friendships that were stable. For example,
four of the seven participants in Daniel and
Billingsley (2010) reported stable friendships
that maintained over time. Some studies,
such as Vine Foggo and Webster (2017)
reported benefits of said friendships, such as
happiness and emotional support. One
participant shared, “Yes, I think having
friends around to make you happy is
awesome. If you didn’t have friends around,
which was the case with me for awhile, you
feel all alone and feel as though the whole
world is against you™ (p. 78).

Some participants were unable to identify a
friend but articulated they long for friendship.
For example, a participant in Cook et al.
(2018) shared, “I look towards myself and
wish I could get along better with other
people, but that’s just not the way I function
(p. 307).” This yearning for friendship was
echoed by the participant in Potter (2014)
who shared his desire for a good friend,
“David used to be good friends with
me...he’s not anymore. Why did he used to
be good friends with me?” (p. 213).



Table 2. Descriptive Information of Included Studies

Article Participant Characteristics (sex, age, Educational Setting Research Aim Themes
diagnosis, race and/or ethnicity) Present
Carrington et al. 4 males, 1 female; 14-18 years old; Secondary school which provides  Identify perceptions of friendship for 2,3,5
(2003) Asperger syndrome support services to students with secondary school students who have
different learning needs Asperger syndrome
100% Caucasian
Howard et al. 1 male; 12 years old NR Understand one adolescent with Asperger 1,2
(2006) syndrome’s experience of friendship
Locke et al. 4 males, 3 females; mean age = 14.71 Regular high school with an Examine friendship quality, social 2
(2010) years old; ASD autism spectrum program networks, and feelings of loneliness of
adolescents with ASD
72% Caucasian, 14% African
American, 14% Latino
Daniel & 7 males; 10-14 years old; 5 Asperger Included in general education Understand the perspectives of youth with ~ 1,2,3,4,5
Billingsley (2010)  syndrome, 2 autism classes with special education ASD about establishing and maintaining
support and/or instruction friendship
Rossetti (2011) 1 male, 1 female; one participant in One participant attended general Understand the contexts and dynamics of 1,3,4
12t grade, one in early 20s; autism education classes with therapies successful friendships
and sensory breaks, the other
participant finished high school
Calder et al. 8 males; 4 females; ASD; mean age=  Mainstream primary school Examine the functional role of friendship 1,2,4,5
(2012) 10 years old for children with ASD, and their
experiences, and satisfaction with their
2 White Other, 6 White British, 4 peer interactions and friendships
Black African
Potter (2014) 1 male; 10 years old; autism and NR Explore the participant’s experience of 1
severe learning disabilities friendship, perceptions of friendship, and
the dimensions of his friendships
Cook et al. (2016) 11 males with ASD; 11-17 years old 5 participants were educated in Explore the experiences of males with 1,2,4,5

8 White British, 1 White, 1 Asian, 1
White Other

mainstream secondary schools; 6
were educated in special
secondary schools
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ASD on learning, social relationships, and
bullying



Gallup et al.
(2016)

Sedgewick et al.
(2016)

Petrina et al.
(2017)

Vine Foggo &
Webster (2017)

Cook et al. (2018)

3 males; 16-21 years old; high
functioning ASD

10 males, 13 females; 12-16 years old;
autism = 19, Asperger syndrome = 4

62 males; 15 females; 5.81 —10.42
years old; autistic disorder or
Asperger’s disorder

7 females; 13-17 years old; ASD =3,
Asperger’s syndrome = 4

11 females; 11-17 years old; ASD =3,
autism = 3, Asperger’s syndrome = 5;
6 participants had comorbid diagnosis
(i.e., speech and language difficulties,
anxiety, global developmental delay,
ADHD, dyslexia, OCD, facial tic
disorder, depression, epilepsy,
moderate learning difficulties)

1 participant educated 70% of day
in inclusive classroom; 1
participant educated 100% of day
in inclusive classroom; 1 student
did not attend high school

Special schools

NR

Participants were educated for
over 90% of their school day in
regular class programs and
curriculum

6 participants were educated in
mainstream secondary schools; 5
participants were educated in
special secondary schools

Identify the social identities, agendas, and
interactions for individuals with ASD
playing a MMORPG; describe social
interactions that occur between individuals
with ASD and their friends during game-

play

Examine gender differences of adolescent
girls and boys with and without autism
related to social motivation and friendship
experiences

Examine friendship satisfaction of children
with ASD and their friends, compare level
of satisfaction of mixed and non-mixed
dyads, and examine features of friendship
related to satisfaction

Explore how females with ASD
understand and make sense of expectations
and qualities they and their female peers
bring to social interactions and friendships

Examine the experiences of learning,
friendships and bullying in girls with
autism

1,3,4,5

1,2,3

2,3

1,2,3,4

1,2,4,5

Note. ASD = Autism Spectrum Disorder; ADHD = Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder; OCD = Obsessive Compulsive Disorder; 1 = Have Friends/Wants
Friends; 2 = Characteristics of a Friend; 3 = Activities with Friends/Shared Interests; 4 = Challenges; 5 = Bullying
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In other studies, most participants with ASD
reported they felt having friends was
important (Sedgewick et al., 2016; Vine
Foggo & Webster, 2017).

While most participants in the 10 studies that
mentioned individuals with ASD have
friends or want friends, not every participant
indicated they had friends or wanted friends,
some participants indicated they did not have
friends and it would be remiss not to mention
that (Calder et al., 2012; Cook et al., 2016).
As one participant in Cook et al. (2016)
expressed, “I usually just have friends in my
head...It gets useful at lunchtime...there is
this girl that claimed to be my friend, I just, I
didn’t know what she was talking about” (p.
258).

Characteristics of Friends

Participants in 10 studies shared a variety of
characteristics they look for in a friend or
characteristics of their friends.
Companionship and emotional support were
evident as characteristics individuals look for
in a friend. Participants frequently mentioned
a friend as being someone who supports
them, such as helping them, sticking up for
them, looking after them, and being there for
them (Carrington et al., 2003; Howard et al.,
2006; Locke et al., 2010; Petrina et al., 2017;
Sedgewick et al., 2016; Vine Foggo &
Webster, 2017). For example, when defining
a friend, a participant in Sedgewick et al.
(2016) said, “they would always look after
me” (p. 1302). This was reiterated by a
participant in Howard et al. (2006) who
shared, a friend is “someone that looks out for
you, and you have to look out the same” (p.
623). This was further captured by a
participant in Vine Foggo and Webster
(2017) that said a friend is “someone who
stands by your side in time of need” (p. 79).

Participants also mentioned seeking out
friends they could relate to, who were like
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them, understood them, and/or accepted them
(Cook et al., 2016; Cook et al., 2018; Locke
et al., 2010; Vine Foggo & Webster, 2017).
In Cook et al. (2016) the participants, who
were all male, were more likely to befriend
other peers with autism, peers who accepted
them, peers with a matched level, or peers
who shared the same interests as them.
Similarly, participants in Cook et al. (2018),
who were all female, most often established
friendships with other peers with disabilities
or peers who were different in some way. As
one participant shared, “So they kind of just
resemble me, in a different way, so that’s
probably why I got along with them so much”
(Cook et al.,, 2018, p. 307). Participants
experienced a sense of belonging and
acceptance in these friendships, which was
articulated by a participant in Vine Foggo and
Webster (2017): “I feel good around my
friends all the time because they understand
me” (p. 78).

Additional attributes individuals with ASD
sought in friends included someone who is
trustworthy (Carrington et al., 2003; Locke et
al.,, 2010; Vine Foggo & Webster, 2017),
respectful (Cook et al., 2016; Daniel &
Billingsley, 2010; Vine Foggo & Webster,
2017), kind (Vine Foggo & Webster, 2017),
patient (Locke et al., 2010), tolerant (Locke
et al., 2010), someone who keeps secrets
(Carrington et al., 2003), someone they keep
in touch with, play with, and see regularly
(Calder et al., 2012; Carrington et al., 2003;
Howard et al., 2006; Sedgewick et al., 2016),
someone who has shared interests and they
can relate to and talk to (Cook et al., 2016;
Howard et al., 2006; Locke et al., 2010), and
someone they can laugh with (Sedgewick et
al., 2016).

Participants also explicitly stated
characteristics they did not look for in
friends. This included students who do not
follow the rules (e.g., sent to the office),



students who are rude or inconsiderate,
students who are “thieves" and students who
are “stuck up” (Carrington et al., 2003, p.
214). The participant in Howard et al. (2006)
also expressed that someone who does not
call you back is not a good friend.

Activities with Friends/Shared Interests
In seven of the reviewed studies, participants
shared their experiences doing activities with
their friends or having shared interests with
their friends. One study found boys talked
about doing things with their friends and
girls’ descriptions focused on shared talk
more than shared activities (Sedgewick et al.,
2016). Participants across several studies
shared a wide variety of activities they
enjoyed doing with their friends. Examples of
activities included going to birthday parties,
hanging out on the weekend, working on
school projects, riding bikes, playing football
(Carrington et al., 2003), video games, sports,
playground games, board games, drawing
and playing Legos (Petrina, et al., 2017),
shopping, parties, and sleepovers (Vine
Foggo & Webster, 2017), playing computer
games (Carrington et al., 2003; Petrina et al.,
2017), and watching movies or TV (Petrina
et al., 2017; Vine Foggo & Webster, 2017).
Some students focused their activities with
their friends on their restrictive interests (e.g.,
Dungeons and Dragons; Carrington et al.,
2003), and one participant attended a dance
class with her friend (Rossetti, 2011).

The virtual world provided a unique
opportunity for participants to engage in a
shared activity. In virtual environments,
participants had more control over who they
interacted with and how they interacted
(Gallup et al., 2016). Virtual environments
provided both a s