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"Danny has no relation-
ships outside his family." 

"Jessie has no friends at 
school…..She has only 
been there one and a 
half years." 

"My dream is that the 
phone will ring, and 
someone will invite her 
to play." 

These quotes are from parents of 
students with disabilities who lament 
the lack of friendships in their 
children's lives (Turnbull & Ruef, 1997, 
pp. 216, 218). In interviews with 17 
parents of children, youth, and adults 
with problem behavior, over two-thirds 
of the parents described the absence of 
even one friendship. A parent of a 
young adult, whose son had never 
had a friend, warned: "The older you 
are and the longer you wait, the more 
difficult it becomes" (Turnbull & 
Ruef, 1997, p. 218). To address this 
critical need for friendship, parents of 
students with moderate and 
severe/profound disabilities indicated 
that approximately one-fourth of the 
school week should be related to 
friendship/social relationship develop-
ment (Hamre-Nietupski, 1993). 

Despite the parental interest in 
friendship, special education practi-
tioners have emphasized academics, 
functional skills, employment, and 
independent living (Sowers, Glang, Voss, 
& Cooley, 1996). What little attention 
has been paid to social relationships has 
primarily focused on (a) developing 
isolated social skills (Pray, Hall, & 
Markley, 1992) and (b) providing peer 
tutoring and assistance to students 
with a dis ability (Evans, Salisbury, 
Palombaro, Berryman, & Hollowood, 
1992). Neither emphasis necessarily 
leads to reciprocal friendships. 

Even though most schools have 
not strongly emphasized friendship 
development – by allocating specific 
times for it in educational program-
ming – both special and general 
education teachers have indicated that 
friendships between students with and 
without disabilities are possible and 
benefit all those involved. Further, 
many adults, including teachers, 
counselors, school psychologists, 
 

To foster friendship, Arias 
highlighted the importance of 

maintaining a 
respectful school and classroom 

climate. 

social workers, and parents of 
students with and without disabilities 
can be friendship facilitators (Hamre -
Nietupski, Hendrickson, Nietupski, & 
Shokoohi-Yekta, 1994; Hamre -
Nietupski, Hendrickson, Nietupski, & 
Sasso, 1993). These potential facili-
tators could perform any of the three 
strategies that Schaffner and Buswell 
(1992) have identified in their 
facilitation framework: 
1. Finding opportunities – bringing 

children and youth together. 
2. Providing interpretations – ac-

knowledging individual strengths 
and commonalities among peers. 

3. Making accommodations –  intro-
ducing necessary changes to en-
hance participation and interaction. 

 This article highlights three teachers 
who were actively involved as 
friendship facilitators by illuminating 
their use of Schaffner and Buswell's 
friendship facilitation framework with 
three students with moderate/severe 
disabilities.  

Three Teachers, Three Students, 
Three Facilitation Strategies 

In a large study involving 11 
Hispanic children and youth with 
moderate to severe disabilities, we 
interviewed a total of 57 people, 
including the students, parents, 
teachers, and other pro fessionals. For 
this article, we focus on only three of 
the eight teachers who participated in 
the research. We selected these three 
teachers based on two characteristics. 
First, they believed that friendship 
facilitation was an important part of 
their job. Second, they acted on their 
belief, whereas some of the other 
teachers confirmed that they and the 
school made little or no effort in this 
area. Table 1 reports the interview con-
stellation for three Hispanic students 
that we used to gain information on 
each teacher's friendship facilitation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 I grew up in a situation where my 

parents taught me not to judge 
people by the way they look and 

the way they act." 

Teachers as Friendship Facilitators 
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Following are the three teachers who 
stood out for their friendship 
facilitation roles: 
• Fernando Arias –  Hispanic high 

school vocational education teacher 
of special and general education stu-
dents. 

• Charles Fields –  African Ameri-
can sixth-grade language arts teacher 
in general education. 

• Luis Delgado – Hispanic com-
munity tutor/mentor for students with 
emotional disabilities. 
All three built upon the Hispanic 

cultural values of respeto – respect 
for human dignity –  and 
personalismo, which relates to personal 
integrity and places value on personal 
attributes that make one a good 
person (Marin & Marin, 1991). It is 
interesting to notice that despite being 
non-Hispanic, Fields' ethnic 
background also had similar val-ues, 
from which he drew in his 
interac tions with students. 

Their involvement as friendship 
facilitators, another commonality, 
focused on different strategies of 
Schaffner and Buswell's framework. 
Arias primarily emphasized finding 
opportunities for Roxy , whereas Fields 
emphasized p roviding interpretations 
for Danny. Delgado illustrates the 
synergistic use of all three strategies-
finding opportunities, providing 
interpretations, and making accom-
modations. 
 
 
 
 

 
Arias: Finding Opportunities for 
Roxy 
 
To foster friendship, Arias highlighted 
the importance of maintaining a respect-
ful school and classroom climate. He 
praised his school philosophy that pro-
vided a context in which people with 
the most different backgrounds were 
allowed to be together, interact in a 
respectful manner, and learn from each 
other: 

In our school, our philosophy is 
that we treat everybody the way 
we'd like to be treated... Our 
school is a unique situation 
where we have pregnant young 
ladies who go to our school. We 
have special education children. 
We have the regular kids, and we 
have the drop-out recovery 
program ... we're all equal. We 
all have an equal chance. And we 
have members of every gang at 
our 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
school, and we hardly have 
any fights, and there are close to 
about 300 gangs in our city. 
We all get along. It's one big 
family unit it seems like. 
So it's a unique situation. 
 

Arias encouraged Roxy , age 19, to join 
a school club affiliated with the 
Vocational Opportunities Clubs of 
Texas that he sponsored. His suggestion 
for Roxy to join extracurricular 
activities demonstrated that he cared 
about the teenager and her family. As a 
student who had been segregated in a 
special education school for most of 
her life, a club enabled Roxy to have 
an opportu-nity to interact with students 
without disabilities. Arias frequently 
highlighted Roxy's  strengths – he 
reminded Roxy and others that she was a 
natural-born leader, outgoing, friendly, 
and able to communicate well with 
others. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Table 1.  Description of Participants 

   

 
Teacher 

 
Child/Youth 

 
Type of Disability 

 
Friend(s) 

 
Interview Participants 

Fernando Arias Roxy Cerebral palsy 
Mental retardation 

Saúl Arias 
Roxy 
Roxy’s mother 
Saúl 

Charles Fields Danny Mental retardation Jason 
Yolanda 

Fields 
Danny 
Danny’s mother and father 
Jason 
Yolanda 

Luis Delgado Angel Hearing impairment 
Learning disability 
Behavior disorder 

Daniel Delgado 
Angel 
Angel’s mother 
Daniel 
 

Friendship Snapshot: Roxy, Tony, and Saúl 
Roxy attends a neighborhood school for a couple of hours each day.  In this 
inclusive setting, she has made friends through her leadership in the high school’s 
Vocational Industrial Club of America.  Fernando Arias, club sponsor, “would 
always brag about me,” said Roxy, a student praised by teachers for her verbal and 
leadership skills.  That’s why Tony, Arias’ nephew, first became interested in 
Roxy.  Now Tony spends time with Roxy practicing for club ceremonies. 

As the only girl in the club, Roxy receives more that her share of male
attention.  Saúl stays close to Roxy ready to fetch a soldering iron, move a chair, or 
whatever else he can do to make it easier for Roxy, who uses crutches.  In return, 
Saúl says Roxy “treats me so nice.”  The two also study together. 
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"I don't try to do it all myself. I 
work with other teachers, and 
we get together and we modify 

lesson plans." 
 

Arias also organized a full range 
of weekend activities, besides the 
ones during the school day, to 
enhance bonding. On several occa-
sions, Arias extended an invitation to 
participate to Roxela, Roxy's twin 
sister, and Ms. Cofresi, Roxy's 
mother. 

Every weekend we [Arias and 
club members] get together and 
do something. We are either hik-
ing; you know I get them 
involved, but try to once again 
make that bond  stronger 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

amongst each other, because I 
feel that's very important. Just 
bonding and becoming good 
friends, I think that helps any-
body out. 

 
Sponsoring the club and encour-
ageing students with disabilities to 
participate added more to his already 
heavy work load, but Arias 
rationalized: 

I enjoy being around children; 
that's why I do it, because I like 
kids. I always have. I wish 
everyone else would, but some 
people see it, "Oh, well, I have 
to go in Saturday and do 
this," and I don't see it like 
that. I'm not doing it for 
myself. I'm doing it for them.  

 
Fields: Providing 
Interpretations for Danny 
As a foundation for friendship facilita-
tion, Fields relied on his own family 
experiences. His parents had taught 
him to respect differences and to find 
qualities in every person. He stated: 

I grew up in a situation where my 
parents taught me not to judge 
people by the way they look and 
the way they act.... I mean, as 
long as it wasn't a negative type 
of behavior, you should accept 
people. 
As Danny's teacher, Fields estab-

lished a respectful class environment 
on the first day of school. Introducing 
Danny to his class, he pointed out, 
"There are obvious differences be-
tween u s  all." To illustrate, he indi-
cated that some of the class "dressed 
funny"; others have different aptitudes 
for learning. Therefore no one 
needed to poke fun at anyone. 

To reinforce his philosophy of 
respect and acceptance, Fields treated 
Danny like any other student, and the 
class followed his lead. He consis -
tently "interpreted," or affirmed 
Danny's strengths. He described 
Danny as having more manners and 
etiquette than other kids his age, with 
no behavior problems, and as being 
"hard not to like.” Because he saw so 
 
 

many of Danny's strengths, Fields 
believed that the youth had just as 
much chance as anyone else for 
friendships: 

Danny has his dreams; I'm 
sure he does. You know even 
though he can't express them 
right now 

Fields expressed a strong belief 
in the synergistic power of the 
collective effort for goal achieve-
ment. "You need to get as many 
people involved as you can to make 
your own dreams come true." To 
provide a setting in which his 
students could grow, Fields often 
drew on the resources of his fellow 
teachers. 

I don't try to do it all myself. 
I work with other teachers, 
and we get together and we 
modify lesson plans. If I have a 
particular problem, I go to the 
person who is the expert. 
 

 
 

 

Friendship Snapshot: 
Danny, Jason, and Yolanda 

In fourth grade, Danny’s mother 
invited a group of Danny’s fellow 
students to start a Circle of Friends.  
Through that Circle, Danny met 
Jason, who calls himself Danny’s 
“bodyguard,” always watching our 
for Danny.  Jason takes his self-
appointed role so seriously that he 
asked to be in all the same classes 
as Danny.  In response, Jason said, 
“Danny makes me feel good when 
I am in a bad mood.” 

Danny has that effect on ther 
classmated.  “The smartest kids are 
drawn to him probably because 
they realize that by helping others 
they help themselves,” said 
Danny’s teacher.  “It gives them 
self-esteem because they are a role 
model.” 

Yolanda, another original Circle 
member assists Danny outside the 
classroom when he forgets where 
his locker is.  She helps him find it, 
then he pats her on the back and 
tells her that she is his best friend.  

They often eat lunch together. 

Friendship Snapshot: 
Angel and Daniel  

Basketball reintroduced Angel to 
Daniel, who is also from Puerto 
Rico.  Their families knew each 
other from the neighboorhood, and 
practicing basketball together led to 
other shared interests.  Together they 
ride bikes, play Nintendo games, and 
talk about what is happening in the 
neighboorhood.  Their favorite acti-
vity is performing rap songs in front 
of a mirror. 

“We laugh, goof around,” Daniel 
said.  “We put hats on.  Be silly.  We 
enjoy ourselves.”  Since Angel con-
siders himself an expert in rap 
music, he often gives Daniel advice.  
He picks out songs with the right 
beat for Daniel and suggests dif-
ferent vocal arrangements. 

“Of all the friends that I have, I 
prefer being with hem,” Daniel said 
of Angel.  “Even though he’s young-
er than my friends, I get along better 
with him because it’s like I can do 
anything. I can say anything.  It is 
okay with him.”  
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Despite the positive aspect of 
group reliance, Fields expressed 
awareness of the dangers of too 
much help. His major concern was 
the tendency of Danny's friends 
and classmates to help him too 
much and, thus, for Danny to 
overrely on them. He explained 
that often, when he asked Danny 
questions, other classmates did not 
give Danny sufficient time and 
provided the answers for him. "I 
say, 'No, no, no, I'm asking him. I 
want to know what he's 
thinking." This attitude con-
firmed Field's perception of 
Danny as a capable person 
despite his slowness to verbally 
express his ideas. "I see ideas in 
his eyes." To be heard or listened 
to, Fields said, is when self-
esteem really takes off. 
 
Delgado: Finding 
Opportunities, Providing 
Interpretations, Making 
Accommodations for Angel 
 
After his father's death, Angel 
exhibited severe behavior prob-
lems that required his hospital-
ization for several years. On his 
return to his community, Angel's 
educational team determined that 
he wasn't ready to return to the 
typical school environment. 
Through a special project opera-
ting in the school system directed 
by a Hispanic community organ-
izer, Luis Delgado started working 
with Angel as a tutor and 
mentor. Delgado worked with 
Angel in a one-to-one situation 
from 10 a.m. to 2 p.m. daily at 
home. Angel then attended an 
adult education center where a 
certified teacher instructed him 
from 3 to 5 p.m. 

Unlike most professionals 
who perceived Angel as a 
"problem," Delgado found the 
opposite. He explained that 
Angel's strong dislike for Anglo 
women stemmed from his 
experiences in hospitals, where he 
had gotten "...the short end of the 
stick." The educators also dem-
onstrated little or no respect for 

him. Confronted with this 
situation, Angel displayed chal-
lenging behaviors and lacked 
friends. 

Behind Angel's defensive 
attitude, however, there was a 
person with "a lot of talent" and a 
"capable student."  Delgado pro-
vided interpretations of the youth's 
behavioral challenges by putting 
them in the most positive light.  

So he's a pain in the butt 
sometimes, but he's a real 
nice kid. He's really good. 
He has respect. He can act 
out, but he acts out with 
control. He acts out with 
me. He'll curse at me or 
ques tion my authority and 
stuff like that, but then he 
knows how to come back 
because I told him that it's 
okay to get angry at 
people.... It's what hap -
pens after the argument that 
we have to be cognizant of. 
According to Delgado, his 

success in working with Angel lay 
in expressing a keen interest in 
him. This teacher emphasized 
that his actions, more than his 
words, clearly demonstrated to 
Angel how much he cared about 
him. Delgado offered authority 
tempered with ample amounts of 
respect and follow-through, 
"because he's had a lot of 
disappointment in his life and 
let-downs." 

Aside from building trust in 
their relationship, Delgado tried 
to expand Angel's quantity and 
quality of social interaction 
opportunities as a precursor to 
friendships. He encouraged 
Angel's involvement in community 
activities. They spent a lot of time 
on the street, in the malls, and at 
the YMCA, where Angel could 
play with adult men. Once Angel 
learned to play a contact sport 
with grown-ups, Delgado reasoned 
that his next step would be to do 
that successfully with peers. 

Friendships with youth his 
same age had presented diffi-
culties for Angel because of the 
gangs and drug problems in his 

area. Delgado made an effort to 
convey that not everybody was 
necessarily involved in those 
activities. 

I think one of the reasons he 
has a hard time making 
friends is because we have 
a gang and drug problem, so 
he's under the impression 
that a lot of kids are in 
gangs and involved in drugs; 
either using or selling 
them.... But I want to get 
him away from that train of 
thought ... so he can 
understand that there's lot 
of kids that are involved in 
sports and some real good 
activities. 
A peer that Delgado fre -

quently included in their activities 
was Daniel, Angel's neighbor. The 
time spent together allowed Angel 
to put into practice his social skill 
repertoire so that there would be a 
greater likelihood that his 
relationship with Daniel would 
cement into friendship, and these 
skills could serve to find other 
potential friends. 

Conflict management was 
among the skills Delgado taught 
Angel. To avoid conflict in the 
first place, Delgado encouraged 
Angel to make accommodations by 
not staring at people in a men-
acing way and by using more 
appropriate language and fewer 
curse words. He also tried to teach 
Angel to "cool off" when tension 
builds up before there was an 
aggressive outburst. 

Delgado's impact on Angel's 
life manifested in different 
ways. The youth made signi-
ficant academic, but most impor-
tant, social progress. Daniel 
expressed that Delgado contri-
buted to strengthen his friendship 
with Angel. Angel's mother 
declared that her family would 
suffer a great loss if Delgado 
should leave one day. 

Attaining Friendships 
In examining the teaching 
styles and preferences of three 
teachers, we have found that 
schools should match "friend-



  THE COUNCIL FOR EXCEPTIONAL CHILDREN                                                                                 70 

ship facilitation" strategies that 
are comfortable and possible for 
teachers with the priority needs 
of students. In giving students 
respeto and personalismo, there 
is room for a variety of strategies-
no matter how busy we are. In 
our larger study, the mother of 
one of the students, not featured 
in this article, commented on 
whether she felt that it was 
possible for her daughter's 
teacher to help facilitate 
friendships: 

Phyllis was mainstreamed to 
her school, and we had a 
hard time getting her in; 
and I feel like they 
[teachers] feel like it's hard 
enough just trying to have 
her in the class and teach 
her. And I feel like if they 
have to do anything more, 
to me it's like it's just too 
much work.... So I don't 
want to go and ask for 
anything more, because I 
don't want them to be upset 
with my daughter and take 
it out (on the child) 

 
Our hope is that friendship 

facilitation will not be considered 
an "extra" but  rather  an 
in tegra l  par t  of  both  specia l  
and general  educat ion,  as  i t  
is  for  these three teachers.  
When we checked back with 
F ie lds  over  a  year  a f te r  our  
ini t ia l  research,  he aff i rmed 
our  convic t ion  tha t  teachers '   
"unspoken res ponsibi l i ty" of  
faci l i ta t ing fr iendships  leads 
to more enriching educa-
t ional  experiences for  al l .  He  
gave us an update on Danny 
–  and on the classmates  who 
learned to  care  for  h im:  

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I  want  you to  know that  
Danny is doing we ll in 
school .  His  vocabulary 
and reading ski l ls  con-
t inue to grow.. . .  Last  
week he  sa id  something 
for  the  f i r s t  t ime tha t  I  
wi l l  never  forget .  I  
handed him an ass ign-
ment;  he looked at  i t  for  
a  few seconds  and sa id ,  
"Mr.  Fields,  this  is  
easy."  
He is not only  speaking 
for  h imself ,  but  th inking 
for  himself  as  well .  I  
a lso wanted you to  know 
that  I ’d  previously  
thought  that  teaching 
another  person to  care  
was  next  to  imposs ible  –   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

I  have s ince  learned 
tha t  the  way you  teach  
a  person to  care  is  to  
get them involved. It really 
works! 
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