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INTRODUCTION

The LINK program is a research-based peer-to-peer support model for students with autism.  The model was developed in a center program for students with autism, kindergarten through 12th grade.  
The concept was developed and is housed in a local school district in Michigan with a population of approximately 7000 students.  Each level, elementary, middle school and high school is located in a general education building.  The LINK program began in 1990 with 17 middle school study hall volunteers.  To date, approximately 1500 general education students have participated in the LINK program throughout their educational career.  The LINK Program went through the Kindergarten-12th Grade Curriculum Council three years after the initial 17 study hall students volunteered in the program and was accredited.  That means the program appears in the course catalog sent home at registration with every 6th – 8th grade student at both middle schools and each 9th – 12th grade student at the high school.  The Autistic Impaired Program has been functioning as an integrated model since 1990.  To date, approximately 300 school districts throughout Michigan and the United States have observed the program.
The LINK program was originally established to assist students with autism.  The hope was that students with autism would be impacted by the presence of general education students in integrated and reverse mainstream settings.  More specifically, the staff hypothesized that the LINK student’s presence might moderate the behavior of the students with autism.  In fact, there was an immediate impact on behavior, and social and academic opportunities have expanded with the comprehensive development of this peer to peer support system.  Over time, there was also a significant reciprocal impact on the LINK students who were providing the support.

This book itemizes the philosophical, curricular and strategic methodologies necessary to build a peer to peer support system for students with autism within a school district.  These aspects are presented as a complimentary interactive set of variables that have been proven to be effective for both the students with autism and the peers that are providing them with support, models and opportunities that would not be available without their involvement.
WHAT IS AUTISM?

According to the Autism Society of America, (ASA), “Autism is defined as a developmental disability that typically appears during the first three years of life.  The result of a neurological disorder that affects functioning of the brain, autism and its associated behaviors occur in approximately 15 of every 10,000 individuals.  Autism interferes with the normal development of the brain in the areas of reasoning, social interaction and communication skills.  Children and adults with autism typically have deficiencies in verbal and non-verbal communication, social interaction, and leisure and play activities.  The disorder makes it hard for them to communicate with others and relate to the outside world.  They may exhibit repeated body movements (hand flapping, rocking), unusual responses to people or attachments to objects and resist any changes in routines.  In some cases, aggressive and/or self-injurious behavior may be present.  It is conservatively estimated that nearly 400,000 people in the U.S. today have some form of autism.  Its prevalence rate now places it as the third most common disability – more common than Down Syndrome.  Yet the majority of the public, including many professionals in the medical, educational, and vocational fields are still unaware of how autism affects people and how to effectively work with individuals with autism.”
Integration Challenges

This definition by the Autism Society makes one acutely aware of the need for information on autism.  It is indeed the most critical factor when integrating a person with autism into the mainstream setting.  For typically it is not that the person with autism can not perform the job or follow the daily routine of an integrated educational environment, but rather the dilemma occurs when the people surrounding the person with autism do not understand the reason for the specific behaviors.  Most people do not have the information to redirect or implement the systems to create the needed changes for the student with autism.

Therefore, when integrating a student with autism, it is as much work to inform the mainstream person interacting with the person with autism as it is to develop the systems to effectively manage the person with autistic behaviors.  This is a case where education and information delivered in an organized and nurturing manner is truly the key to developing appropriate integrated setting for people with autism.
Students with autism are unable to organize their environments…educational, vocational, and home.  Their anxiety with organization can often make the teachers and families of students with autism feel unorganized.  One way for the teachers and families to feel organized in their approach to teaching/connecting to a student with autism is to understand the gestalt of the teachings.  Students with autism are most likely to live with the world they are subjected to.  This autistic program offers students with autism the opportunity to participate in activities and curriculum that are afforded to their same aged peers.  These activities and opportunities are provided regardless of academic, behavioral, or social competency levels.  Everything that follows in this discussion of programming will reflect this belief system.
We have students in our system demonstrating the same levels of the competency spectrum that you are experiencing in your programs.  Although some students with autism are not able to efficiently interact with the traditional general education curriculum, the students with autism are able to understand the rules and responsibilities that govern the traditional classroom setting.  As you have experienced, the behavior of the student with autism doesn’t always meet with the general education curriculum standards, therefore safety nets are available for the general education teacher.

On some occasions, the autistic program teacher feels tired, worn down and would just feel more comfortable excluding the student with autism from the general education opportunity.  In this model, the teacher of the students with autism may feel empowered to take risks and make decisions based upon the individualized needs of the students on his/her caseload.

THE LINK PROGRAM

In 1990, a support system for students with autism was developed and implemented at a middle school, using 17 study hall volunteers.  The program was not intended as a quick fix for young people with autism.  Rather, it was intended to involve special education teachers, general education teachers, paraprofessionals, administrators, and general education students, all in an informed process to enhance opportunities for the students with autism.

It was named “The LINK Program,” and over time, with the cooperation of general education and autistic program staff, it was proved to be an effective option for self contained programming.  In a word, general education students in the program learned about autism, and about individual students with autism.  These sets of students were then introduced to each other.  Other “links,” it turned out, developed between the teachers and the students involved, so the various populations began to work together in an integrated, positive fashion.

LINK is about creating connections within a diverse group of students and ensuring that all students are acknowledged for what makes them different and what makes them and all of us the same.
The staff involved encourages this peer-to-peer interaction by laying out the seven underlying components of the LINK program.  We believe once the teacher or consultant grasps these underlying components that he or she will be comfortable enough to be able to initiate and innovate within the LINK framework.

There are six underlying components to the LINK program:

1. Dignity

2. Medium of Exchange

3. Behavior Management

4. Curriculum

5. Academic Modification Hierarchy

6. Recruitment, Training, and Maintenance of the LINK Program

DIGNITY

One of the LINK program’s unique features is that we DO NOT discriminate between students based on perceived skill development, actual skill development, or the complete lack of skill development.  We believe the student with autism is entitles to navigate the same difficult and idiosyncratic world of social skill development that any person in the general population would navigate.

The LINK program emphasizes dignity.  We do not spotlight students with autism and use their perceived weaknesses as reasons to exclude them.  In the LINK program, we focus instead on the student’s strengths, and we create a network of opportunities and situations in which the students can develop those strengths.

In the LINK Program, the staff seeks to develop basic social skills that students with autism need to function in the mainstream, particularly in job situations.  LINK emphasizes such seemingly everyday skills as organizing time without direction, lunch time procedures, using a locker, hallway passing and break options.

MEDIUM OF EXCHANGE

A medium of exchange is any material, task, prop, interest area, etc. that connects a student with autism to a LINK student or staff.  Typically the medium of exchange is something that does not require language for the connection or interaction to occur.

Medium of Exchange Model

[image: image2.emf] 


The medium of exchange is crucial because it provides a neutral focus between the student with autism and the LINK student or staff person.  The neutral focus allows all parties to have a goal for the interaction.  Many times people with autism do not understand the social niceties involved in interaction/communication.  The medium of exchange eliminates the awkwardness of the interaction.  The purpose of the interaction is clear to all parties.

Foundations of the LINK program include the triangular exchange of communication between the LINK student, student with autism, and the medium of exchange.  A second triangular exchange of communication includes the LINK student, the student with autism, and the teacher of the student with autism.

Some examples of mediums of exchanges are presented below.

Examples of Mediums of Exchange:

1. General Education Curriculum

2. Autistic Program Curriculum

3. Board Games

4. Interest Areas

5. Maps/Books

6. Puzzles

7. Video Games

8. Nintendo

9. Movies/Videos

10. Music

11. Idiosyncratic Language

The medium of exchange works differently for each student with autism.  The medium of exchange is base upon the student’s strengths, weakness and the degree o the disability.  It is important to remember you are always working off of a three pronged approach with every student.  The environment in which the medium of exchange occurs must be organized.  There has to be a purpose to the activities that are occurring and a purpose to what the students are expected to accomplish.  Utilizing a medium of exchange, there has to be an expectation that these activities are going to be a cooperative venture in order to accomplish the goals of everyone involved.  This is a philosophical departure from traditional center programs for students with autism, which function under a top down teacher to student responsibility.  The major difference is that a cooperative venture communicates a sense of responsibility among the LINK students as they interact with the student with autism, not only in accomplishing specific tasks, but also in generalizing social interactions beyond the reverse mainstream environment.

Utilizing the General Education Curriculum as the Medium of Exchange
Students with autism in this model have the opportunity to integrate into the general education curriculum and environment up to 50% of their school day.  Cross-aged and same-aged LINK students support students with autism in the general education environment.  Paraprofessionals also support the students within the general education environment, although a LINK student would attend also.

For many of the students with autism, their output in the general education curriculum must be modified.  Many students in the program have significant fine motor delays, which prevent them from completing the assignments to the same degree as their general education peers.  The important part is that the general education teachers do not change their delivery of instruction.  All students, general education and students with autism, have the same opportunity to interact with the input from the general education teachers.  The following model shows the framework in which the students with autism interact with the general education curriculum.

Input – Process – Output











W.L. = Written Language
R = Reading
M = Math
In this model, all academic modifications occur in the output, so there is not interruption in the delivery of instruction from the general education teacher.  The concept returns to the medium of exchange utilizing the general education curriculum as the common theme.  The general education students and the students with autism must have a common base in which to interact.  In many of the current inclusionary models, the student with autism is integrated into the general education environment with a paraprofessional.  Typically, the role of the paraprofessional is to re-teach and re-interpret the general education teacher’s instruction.  This prevents the students with autism from interacting with the instruction at whatever level they are able to participate.  It prevents the medium of exchange and opportunity for the student with autism to interact with the general education students.

ACADEMIC MODIFICATION HIERARCHY

For this model to work, the output, the academic modifications, must be systematized.  Systematizing the academic modifications allows the teacher of the student with autism to choose which level of modification the student needs to use to be successful interacting with and participating in the general education curriculum.  The staff utilizes the Academic Modification Hierarchy to systematize the modifications to allow the student with autism access into the general education curriculum.
The Academic Modification Hierarchy includes 6 levels:

1. Open-Ended Questions

2. Visual Organization Strategies

3. Closed Strategies

4. Automatic Closed Strategies

5. Choice Strategies

6. Yes/No Strategies

The Hierarchy is applied to the four core classes in the general education curriculum:


Math


Social Studies


Science


Language Arts

Modifications can be used at different levels with different core classes depending upon the individualized needs of the students with autism.

The examples of the application of the Academic Modification Hierarchy that follow are based on the 11th and 3rd grade curriculums.

LEVELS OF STRATIGIES FOR ACADEMIC MODIFICATIONS

(11th GRADE)
1. Yes / No Strategies

2. Choice Strategies

3. Automatic Closed Strategies

4. Closed Strategies

5. Visual Organization Strategies

6. Open Ended Questions

EXAMPLES OF OPEN ENDED QUESTIONS

Math – 


Write the ratio 11:88 as a percent.

Social Studies –


Explain the evidence that supports the continental drift theory.

Science – 


Define estivation and give three examples of animals that estivate.

Language Arts –


Choose a person whom you admire.  Select an incident in the person’s life that portrays the qualities you most associate with that person.  The incident may be one in which the person overcame an obstacle.

Explanation of Open Ended Questions

The open-ended questions are the hardest.  Many students who have trouble with written language skills or have trouble processing spoken language will not be able to answer open-ended questions in the curriculum.

If the student is having trouble with open-ended questions, that is the time to move through the questioning hierarchy.

LEVELS OF STRATEGIES FOR ACADEMIC MODIFICATIONS

(11th GRADE)

1. Yes / No Strategies

2. Choice Strategies

3. Automatic Closed Strategies

4. Closed Strategies

5. Visual Organization Strategies

EXAMPLES OF VISUAL ORGANIZATION STRATEGIES

Math –


11:88 ratio is = 

%

Social Studies –


Name 2 pieces of information that support the continental drift theory.



1. 









2. 







Science –


List three animals that estivate in the summer 



1.








2.









3.







Language Arts –


I.
Persons you admire

II. Qualities You most admire in a person


1.






2.






3.





III. Obstacles the person has run into


1.






2.






3.





Explanation of Visual Organization Strategies

This level should provide the student with a kick-start, which may assist the student in organizing the answer.

LEVELS OF STRATEGIES FOR ACADEMIC MODIFICATIONS

(11th GRADE)

1. Yes / No Strategies

2. Choice Strategies

3. Automatic Closed Strategies

4. Closed Strategies

EXAMPLES OF CLOSED STRATEGIES

Math –


11
n


88
   100


88n = 11 x 100


88n = 



n = 




88


n =

Social Studies –


2 pieces of evidence that support the continental drift theory are 




and 


 in 


 and 


.
Science –


The dormant condition of animals in the summer is 



.
Language Arts –

I. Person you admire

A.
A person I admire who is a rock star is 


.

B.
A person I admire who is a teacher is



.

C.
A person I admire who is a T.V. star is


.


(Choose one person by circling)

II. Qualities you most admire in a person

A. Tim Allen is 



.

B. Tim Allen is 



.

C. Tim Allen is



.

III. Obstacles that Tim Allen has run into

A. Tim Allen overcame


.
B. Tim Allen overcame


.
C. Tim Allen overcame


.
Explanation of Closed Strategies

The difference between automatic closed strategies and closed strategies is that there is not a known answer in most cases.

Closed strategies allow the student to understand his/her input within the curriculum.

Closed strategies narrow the depth of the curriculum.  The student will begin to understand the focus of the curriculum.

LEVELS OF STRATEGIES FOR ACADEMIC MODIFICATIONS

(11th GRADE)

1. Yes / No Strategies

2. Choice Strategies

3. Automatic Closed Strategies

EXAMPLES OF AUTOMATIC CLOSED STRATEGIES

Math -


11
n


88
    100

88n = 11 x 100


88n = 1,100


n = 1,000
88 = 



n = 

%

Social Studies –


2 pieces of evidence support the continental drift theory are r

 and 


f

 in South America and Africa.

Science –


The dormant condition of animals in the summer is 


. (pg 209)
Language Arts –

I. Person you admire

A.
A person I admire in the TV industry is  


.

II. Qualities you most admire in a person

A.
Tim Allen is very 


 makes me laugh.

B.
He has 


 a great deal of money doing something he likes.

C.
Tim Allen has had


 problems in his life 
personally, but has turned himself around.

III. Obstacles that Tim Allen has run into

A.
Tim Allen went through

 in jail and is now a 
successful person.

B.
Another obstacle was going from a 


 to acting in 
Home Improvement.

C.
He has also been able to act as a father on his series but yet turn 
around and act in a successful 


.
Explanation of Automatic Closed Strategies

Automatic closed strategies allow the student to interact with the curriculum at an acquisition or mastery level.

Automatic closed strategies allow students to practice answering questions in a systematic format.

Automatic closed strategies can alleviate the anxiety the student feels from the overwhelming complexities of the curriculum.

LEVELS OF STRATEGIES FOR ACADEMIC MODIFICATIONS

(11th GRADE)

1. Yes / No Strategies

2. Choice Strategies

EXAMPLES OF Choice Strategies

Math -


88n = 11 x 100


88n = 1,100


n = 1,000
88 


n = 

%


n = 20%

n = 12.5%

n = 8%

Social Studies –


Circle 2 pieces of evidence to support the continental drift theory.



Fossils in North America

Rocks in South America



Fossils in South America

Rocks in North America

Science –


The dormant condition of certain animals in the summer



Estivation

Hibernation
Language Arts –

I. Person you admire

Tim Allen


Ellen Dengeneres

II.
Qualities you most admire in a person

A.
A quality I admire in Tim Allen is:



He makes me laugh

he is too serious

B.
Another quality I look up to is:



Tim Allen has acted in many different roles



He has only acted on a T.V. series

C.
A quality I really like about Tim Allen is:



He has spent his money wisely



Tim has earned a great deal of money

II. Obstacles that Tim Allen has run into

A.
Tim Allen had trouble in his life prior to becoming really popular


He dropped out of school

He went to jail

B.
A hurdle that Tim Allen has had to overcome is:


His involvement with drugs

His family problems

C.
Another obstacle that he has been able to work through has been


Starting off his career as a comedian and transitioning into other roles


Working as a movie star before becoming a TV celebrity

.

Explanation of Choice Strategies

The choice strategies can be used throughout the student’s entire day.

The choice strategies allow the student a visual method to recall.

Choice strategies can also be used with concrete objects.


I.E.  Daily Living Skills

LEVELS OF STRATEGIES FOR ACADEMIC MODIFICATIONS

(11th GRADE)

1 Yes / No Strategies

Examples of Yes/No Strategies

Math –

n = 1,000
88

n = 12.5%


Yes

No

Social Studies –


Are rocks and fossils found in South America and Africa evidence that supports the continental theory?



Yes

No

Science –


Is the dormat condition of certain animals in the summer called estivation?



Yes

No

Language Arts –

I. Persons you admire



Do you admire Tim Allen?



Yes

No

II.
Qualities you most admire in a person

A.
Is Tim Allen a comedian?


Yes

No

B.
Has he been able to perform a variety of roles?


Yes

No

C.
Has Tim Allen had personal problems that he has coped with?


Yes

No

D.
Does he make a lot of money?


Yes

No

III. Obstacles the person has run into

A.
Did Tim Allen go to jail?


Yes 

No

B.
Did he start his career as a comedian?


Yes

No

C.
Is he currently on the sitcom “Ellen”


Yes

No

Explanation of Yes / No strategies

A Yes / No strategy must be taught to a student.  This means using a systematic approach.

Yes / No should be used.

The person modifying the curriculum must consistently deliver the Yes / No system to the student.

Once the student has made a Yes / No decision, the student must be held accountable for his actions to teach the meaning of Yes / No.

Because of the ability level of some of the students, a consistent Yes / No response must be taught.

LEVELS OF STRATEGIES FOR ACADEMIC MODIFICATIONS

(3RD GRADE)
1. Yes / No Strategies

2. Choice Strategies

3. Automatic Closed Strategies

4. Closed Strategies

5. Visual Organization Strategies

6. Open Ended Questions

EXAMPLES OF OPEN ENDED QUESTIONS

Math – 


There are 5 blue birds in the cage.  There are 5 times as many green birds in 
another cage.  How many green birds are there?

Social Studies –


How are a globe and a dollhouse alike?

Science – 


Describe at least two ways Mary can improve her experiment.

Language Arts –


In a story, a character usually faces a problem.  For example, a child named 
Connor wants a pet but is allergic to cat and dog hair.  The ending of the story is 
important.  Finish the story in a few sentences.

Explanation of Open Ended Questions

The open-ended questions are the hardest.  Many students who have trouble with written language skills or have trouble processing spoken language will not be able to answer open-ended questions in the curriculum.

If the student is having trouble with open-ended questions, that is the time to move through the questioning hierarchy.

LEVELS OF STRATEGIES FOR ACADEMIC MODIFICATIONS

(3rd GRADE)

1. Yes / No Strategies

2. Choice Strategies

3. Automatic Closed Strategies

4. Closed Strategies

5. Visual Organization Strategies

EXAMPLES OF VISUAL ORGANIZATION STRATEGIES

Math –


There are  5  blue birds in the cage.  There are   5    times as many green birds in 
another cage.  How many green birds are there?

Social Studies –


How are a globe and a dollhouse alike?  A globe and dollhouse are alike because 
they both 








.

Science –


Mary could improve her experiment by 



1.








2.









3.







Language Arts –


Connor wants a pet but is allergic to cat and dog hair.

2. Connor should 





3. This way he 






4. In the end 






Explanation of Visual Organization Questions

This level should provide the student with a kick-start, which may assist the student in organizing the answer.

LEVELS OF STRATEGIES FOR ACADEMIC MODIFICATIONS

(3rd GRADE)

1. Yes / No Strategies

2. Choice Strategies

3. Automatic Closed Strategies

4. Closed Strategies

EXAMPLES OF CLOSED STRATEGIES

Math –


There are  5  blue birds in the cage.  There are   5    times as many green birds in 
another cage.  How many green birds are there?




   blue birds   X 
=
green birds

Social Studies –


A globe and dollhouse are alike because they are a 



 
of the real thing.
Science –


Mary needs to be sure all the pieces of the cloth are 



.
Language Arts –


Connor is allergic to 


 and 


 hair.  A pet he might 
not be allergic to is a 




.
Explanation of Closed Strategies

The difference between automatic closed strategies and closed strategies is that there is not a known answer in most cases.

Closed strategies allow the student to understand his/her input within the curriculum.

Closed strategies narrow the depth of the curriculum.  The student will begin to understand the focus of the curriculum.

LEVELS OF STRATEGIES FOR ACADEMIC MODIFICATIONS

(3RD GRADE)

1. Yes / No Strategies

2. Choice Strategies

3. Automatic Closed Strategies

EXAMPLES OF AUTOMATIC CLOSED STRATEGIES

Math -


5 x 5 = 


Social Studies –


A globe and a dollhouse are alike because they are both a m________ of the real thing. Pg. 27

Science - 


Mary needs to be sure all the pieces of cloth are the 


size.

Language Arts –


A pet that does not have hair and chirps is a 

.  


This may be a better pet for Connor.

Explanation of Automatic Closed Strategies

Automatic closed strategies allow the student to interact with the curriculum at an acquisition or mastery level.

Automatic closed strategies allow students to practice answering questions in a systematic format.

Automatic closed strategies can alleviate the anxiety the student feels from the overwhelming complexities of the curriculum.

LEVELS OF STRATEGIES FOR ACADEMIC MODIFICATIONS

(3RD GRADE)

1. Yes / No Strategies

2. Choice Strategies

EXAMPLES OF Choice Strategies

Math – 

5 x  5  = 




20
25
30

Social Studies –


Circle 2 things that are alike because they both are models of the real thing.



Globe


State

Dollhouse

Science –


Circle one way Mary could improve her experiment



Pieces of cloth need to be the same size



Use more clothing made by Girbau

Language Arts -


What might be 2 good pets for Connor?



Bird

Puppy

Fish

Explanation of Choice Strategies

The choice strategies can be used throughout the student’s entire day.

The choice strategies allow the student a visual method to recall.

Choice strategies can also be used with concrete objects.


I.E.  Daily Living Skills

LEVELS OF STRATEGIES FOR ACADEMIC MODIFICATIONS

(3RD GRADE)

1 Yes / No Strategies

Examples of Yes/No Strategies

Math –

1 x  5  = 20


Yes

No

Social Studies –


Are a globe and dollhouse both models of the real thing?



Yes

No

Science –


If Mary wanted to improve her experiment, she could make sure the pieces of cloth were the same size



Yes

No

Language Arts –


Is a bird possibly a good pet for Connor?



Yes

No

Explanation of Yes / No strategies

A Yes / No strategy must be taught to a student.  This means using a systematic approach.

Yes / No should be used.

The person modifying the curriculum must consistently deliver the Yes / No system to the student.

Once the student has made a Yes / No decision, the student must be held accountable for his actions to teach the meaning of Yes / No.

Because of the ability level of some of the students, a consistent Yes / No response must be taught.
BEHAVIOR MANAGEMENT
Today’s inclusionary practices focus on adult-dependent models.  The LINK program replaces those models with strategies that promote socialization and interdependence between students.  LINK students learn how behavior is organized and managed.  They learn to interact with behavior through objective criteria, and classroom tone.  Behavior Plans specifically identify behaviors and consequences that can be implemented in an objective manner by staff and students.  Specific criteria regarding behaviors, time in class and points earned help guide the decision-making.  Classroom tone is established by the teacher of the students with autism and replicated by the Link students as they model what they see and hear.  The following plans are examples of typical behavior plans that can be used by staff and Links for students with autism.  There is a response cost organization to the plans that is visual in nature, allowing for non-punitive, non-language based responses to behavior.  This approach emphasizes building visual associations as a learning methodology for students with autism.  The visual-sequential, non-punitive benefits of a response cost arrangement are also enhanced by the mobile nature of the plans, allowing for an organized system in all environments.

Response cost literature indicates this procedure has been effective in reducing a wide variety of problem behaviors including: self injurious behavior, aggression, classroom disruption, and non-compliance.  Response Cost is described generally as the withdrawal of a positive reinforcer (tokens, money, points) contingent on the occurrence of a response, thus decreasing the future probability of that response.  This general procedure is readily understood and implemented by staff, reducing inconsistency and the probability of verbal strategies and time out as primary responses to behavior.

Ryan’s Behavioral Data Analysis Chart.  Data is collected daily and analyzed monthly to allow staff to make effective changes to Ryan’s behavioral plan.  The next section will explain to the reader how this information is collected and analyzed.
[image: image1.emf]0
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Example one – Ryan’s Plan
The following daily behavioral schedule represents a response cost system used with a student with autism.  Ryan exhibits high intensity/low frequency behaviors.  Ryan’s behaviors include 1. Self Injury (hits face) and 2. Tantrums.  The X system allows Ryan three opportunities to make a change in his behavior without verbal prompting.  Again, the learning strategies emphasized here are sequencing, visualization and association.

Ryan’s Schedule

	Date
	
	
	
	

	Subject
	Homework
	Minutes in Class
	Points
	Comments

	Chorus

X  X  X
	Yes   No

If yes, put in Yellow Folder
	
	
	

	Current Events
X  X  X


	Yes   No

If yes, put in Yellow Folder
	
	
	

	Computers
X  X  X


	Yes   No

If yes, put in Yellow Folder
	
	
	

	Home Ec.
X  X  X


	Yes   No

If yes, put in Yellow Folder
	
	
	

	Science
X  X  X


	Yes   No

If yes, put in Yellow Folder
	
	
	

	Language Arts
X  X  X


	Yes   No

If yes, put in Yellow Folder
	
	
	

	Support
X  X  X


	Yes   No

If yes, put in Yellow Folder
	
	
	

	Comments:

	
	
	
	


When Ryan exhibits a target behavior, the staff of LINK student scratches an X with a pen.

	Subject
	Homework
	Minutes in Class
	Points
	Comments

	Chorus

X  X  X
	Yes   No

If yes, put in Yellow Folder
	
	
	


If Ryan has the three X’s scratched in one class period, Ryan exits the class.

	Subject
	Homework
	Minutes in Class
	Points
	Comments

	Chorus

X  X  X
	Yes   No

If yes, put in Yellow Folder
	23
	0
	


Ryan will complete the classroom work in the autistic program setting.  Ryan will enter the next class period with three X’s.

	Subject
	Homework
	Minutes in Class
	Points
	Comments

	Current Events

X  X  X


	Yes   No

If yes, put in Yellow Folder
	
	
	


Ryan will re-enter the class he exited the following day with the same opportunity.

	Subject
	Homework
	Minutes in Class
	Points
	Comments

	Chorus

X  X  X
	Yes   No

If yes, put in Yellow Folder
	
	
	


The importance of the behavioral system is that it provides continuous opportunities throughout the day and in each class to which the student is scheduled.  The student may exit a general education class or a reverse mainstream class on a daily basis but will not always be provided the opportunity to re-enter the class the following day.  The general education and reverse mainstream classroom curriculums are protected throughout this process.  This provides opportunities for negotiations with general education teachers and building administration.  Opportunities are enhanced when the building administration realizes the general education curriculum will not be jeopardized.

Response cost systems are individualized for students.  Students who need more opportunities to understand the consistent visual responses to their behavior are afforded those opportunities.  Robert’s daily behavior schedule is presented.  Robert demonstrates high frequency/low intensity behavior.  Robert’s target behaviors include:  Loud noises and picking lint and paper from floor.
Robert’s Schedule

	Date
	
	
	
	

	Subject
	Homework
	Minutes in Class
	Points
	Comments

	Math 7
	Yes   No

If yes, put in Yellow Folder
	
	10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1
	

	Science 7


	Yes   No

If yes, put in Yellow Folder
	
	10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1
	

	321 Productions (PreVoc)


	Yes   No

If yes, put in Yellow Folder
	
	10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1
	

	Home Ec.


	Yes   No

If yes, put in Yellow Folder
	
	10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1
	

	Phys. Ed. 7


	Yes   No

If yes, put in Yellow Folder
	
	10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1
	

	Community Skills
	Yes   No

If yes, put in Yellow Folder
	
	10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1
	

	Support
	Yes   No

If yes, put in Yellow Folder
	
	10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1
	

	Comments:


	
	
	
	


Student behavior can be managed more effectively through a system approach than with individual strategies.  The staff individual strategies include:  inconsistent verbal responses, adult dependent behavioral strategies, single classroom integration opportunities (if the student is in the integrated setting, the student is removed without a plan of re-entry), and alternative curriculum strategies within the integrated classroom.  Each of these strategies prevents the student from participating in the multiple opportunities within the reverse mainstream and integrated environment.  In addition, staff individual strategies do not provide students with consistent visual information about their behavior.  When students learn behavior systems, teachers can become less managerial, behavioral responses less punitive, and behavioral systems can be more easily carried over from one setting to another.  The behavioral systems also allow the adult to move away from the student with autism.  Creating space between the staff and student with autism will enhance the opportunity for the LINK student interaction to occur.
It is important to remember that the student’s inappropriate behavior will only be addressed with the behavioral system when the students volume or activity level is not within the norm for the situation.

The Token Strip
The Token Strip is a 7” to 12” strip of laminated cardboard or leather belt with one-inch square plastic tiles placed an 1/8 of an inch from each other using Velcro.  The Token Strip is a manipulative and visual response cost system to organize the number of opportunities the student has to change his/her behavior within the classroom.  The token strip is designed to focus the student’s attention to a visual reminder system to address the behavior.  Continuous verbal reminders for the student to sit in his seat, pay attention, follow classroom expectations, etc. do not seem effective and hinder the teacher from instructing the rest of the class.  Opportunities for integration for students with autism are limited by the constant verbal interaction between the staff and the student in the general education setting.  Instead, the teacher or paraprofessional can remove a token which gives the student a visual reminder to sit in his/her seat, etc.  The token strip ( a visual reminder) is an effective and simple technique for addressing the behavior of the student with autism.

The number of square tiles is directly related to the behavior of the student.

If the behavior of the student is high frequency, low intensity behavior (making noises, out of seat, general non-compliance, etc.) the student’s token strip could have up to 10 tokens.

Making Noises – 10 Token Strip


For instance the student with autism made two loud noises, leaving eight learning opportunities before the next step in the behavior sequence would occur.

The inappropriate behavior is directly paired to the removal of the tokens.  This allows the student to begin to learn the rules of the classroom from the opportunities to interact with his environment.

Out of Seat Behavior – 7 Token Strip


Remove a Token Each Time The Behavior Occurs

For example a student with autism left his/her seat three times during the general education class, leaving four learning opportunities before the next step in the behavior sequence would occur.


This also allows the student to distinguish appropriate and inappropriate behaviors in the classroom overtime through problem solving.
Non-Compliance to the Teacher or Staff Request – 5 Token Strip


Remove a Token Each Time the Behavior Occurs

For example a student with autism will not throw his/her garbage away after a snack period after being modeled to and shown four times.  On the fifth time the student throws the garbage away, leaving one token.  The student’s daily schedule would reflect he received a 1 for that day.
If the behavior of the student is low frequency, high intensity behavior (destruction of property, aggression toward themselves or others, etc) the token strip should have fewer tokens, usually three.
Aggression and/or Property Destruction – 3 Token Strip


Discretion is needed at this level.  All tokens can be removed with a single behavior.

For example, the student with autism went up to the front of the room and threw the waste paper basket at the chalk or white board.  This behavior constitutes non-compliance, out of seat behavior and destruction of property.


The inappropriate behavior is destructive and puts others in danger so the opportunities for problem solving will be less.  Three tokens allow the student to make different decisions but do not allow the student to continue with the destructive behavior within the classroom for an extended period of time.

As with the previously mentioned response cost systems, if the student loses all the tokens during one activity or one class period, the students will have five minutes away from the environment and other students.  This time away is to allow the student and the staff five minutes without demands and interaction.  Nothing should be said to the student and any support the student will need to remain away from the activity or class should be done non-verbally.  After the five minutes, the student should return to the activity or to the class period from which he was dismissed.  The tokens should be returned and the system should begin again.  If the re-entry into the activity of classroom will be disruptive to the rest of the class, the student can finish the work from the class in an different area.  The student should resume his schedule at the beginning of the next class or activity with all tokens.

This will allow the student the opportunity to interact with the environment he is placed in.  The token system should follow the student to all environments and be understood by all the staff implementing the plan.

Behavioral Change Sequence
Behavior >> Tokens >> Time Away >> Compliance Task >> Problem Solve >> Schedule

Behavior >> Tokens >> Time Away >> Compliance Task >> Problem Solve >> Schedule

Behavior >> Tokens >> Time Away >> Compliance Task >> Problem Solve >> Schedule

Behavior >> Tokens >> Time Away >> Compliance Task >> Problem Solve >> Schedule

The behavioral change sequence demonstrates an organizational long-term approach to behavior change.  This sequence provides direction for the staff and predictability for the students.  The sequence emphasizes a systematic approach to behavior that reduces emotional and/or fluctuating staff’s response to behavior.  It is a sequence in its entirety that may impact behavior over time.  The individual components are not as important as the sequence itself.  In this way staff are not relying on time away or problem solving to be a single solution answer to eliminating behavior.  The entire sequence changes behavior.  Each time the behavior occurs, the behavioral changes sequence must go into effect.  Behavior changes occur over time.  The steps are developed according to the following concepts:

1 Behavior – The team meets and decides on the specific behaviors to be included for each student.

2 Tokens – The team decides on what type of token representation would provide an appropriate visual association for the student between his behavior and the token removal.

3 Time Away – The team decides on the appropriate place, the amount of time and the exiting criteria necessary for each student.

4 Compliance Task – The team decides on a compliance task that can be easily accomplished by the student for example sorting, word search, puzzle, etc.  The purpose of this step is to assess for tension reduction and potential to return to schedule.

5 Problem Solve – The team develops an individualized sheet that allows the student a problem-solving step that allows for feedback and choices leading to a return to his/her schedule.

6 Schedule – Each student returns to his/her schedule upon completion of this sequence.  This allows the student a chance to recover from behavioral difficulties and predict a resumption of regular activities.  No additional consequences are added to this sequence.

CURRICULUM

The caseload schedule of a teacher of students with autism dictates every opportunity or lack of opportunity available for these students.  A poorly developed schedule will deny students access to classes that may enhance their strengths and assist them in the development of compensation skills for weakness.
Scheduling becomes pivotal for the autistic program teacher, the students with autism, and the paraprofessionals assigned to the classroom.  A well-designed schedule will proved the teacher with the opportunity to meet the individualized goals and objectives of the students.  A well-designed schedule includes both the general education and special education classes afforded in most public school settings.  Devising a curriculum for students with autism requires input from parents, general education teachers, autistic program staff, and students with autism.
There are typically seven instructional periods in each day at an average middle school.  Each students schedule should include opportunities in both the general education and autistic program setting.  The dilemma is how to provide individualized programming for autistic for 5-8 students with autism with the support of one teacher and one paraprofessional.  This dilemma will continue until the introduction of more support…the LINK students.  The LINK students with the correct training in the areas of academic, behavioral, and social support can end the staffing dilemma in most traditional autistic program settings.

Autistic Program Model

CURRICULUM AND SOCIALIZATION OPPORTUNITIES 
LINK students provide a unique opportunity for students with autism to develop and practice social skills in both the self-contained and the general education settings.  Social skills can only develop with social opportunities.  To advance that thought more specifically, it makes little sense to segregate students with social deficits.  LINK students provide a model for appropriate social and academic behavior.  The use of modeling and participation are considered valid instructional strategies to be employed throughout the school day.  The use of LINK students will reorganize the self-contained and general education environments for social learning to occur.

A self-contained setting now becomes a reverse mainstream classroom with the addition of the LINK students. A reverse mainstream experience might include 6 students with autism and 24 LINK students.  As has been previously mentioned, the content would be aligned to engage both sets of students, with the primary goal being the development of pro-social skills.  As a result, the typical social skill curriculum would be replaced by a multiplicity of natural social interactions that are provided by the LINK students’ presence.  This approach precludes the thirty-minute social skills instructional model in favor of social skill development emerging in natural settings with teacher facilitation.  The belief here is that social skills taught in isolated sessions are in many ways segregated and unrelated to the gestalt of the social environment.  Our goal is to maximize social opportunities and multiply them rather that have instruction be restricted by a single purpose design.  The addition of the LINK students multiplies by 15 or 20 people the amount of social interaction that is going to occur.  The reality of participation for students with autism then changes through the enhancement of the modeling and participation of the LINK students.

The social learning connections that are made in the reverse mainstream situation can then be extended to unstructured environments throughout the school day (change of classes, lunchroom, and recess).  With the addition of the LINKS, the social flow of experiences occurring in general education classes and buildings is now a part of the social skill curriculum for the students with autism.  The LINK students provide a model of age-appropriate, normal interactions throughout the school environment.  In addition to modeling in these unstructured environments, the LINK students can actually support academic plans and coaching through the use of behavioral systems.  The LINK students become the bridge for the general education peers and the caseload students. 

LINK students can also provide support within the general education classroom.  This support is similar to the kinds of support provided in unstructured environments.  This support, more active than modeling alone, also includes the use of behavioral systems, academic modifications, organization, prompting and movement throughout classroom routines.

A Typical Middle School Autistic Program Caseload Schedule

	Class
	Setting 
	Content
	Delivery
	Time on Task

	1st Hour 

Life Skills

7:30-8:20
	Self-Contained classroom. General ed./special ed. Facility
5-8 students
	Daily Living Skill Curriculum
(Self care, brush teeth, comb hair, etc.)
	Teacher and Paraprofessional direct assistance
and instruction
	8 minutes per student

	2nd Hour

Current Events

8:25-9:15
	Self contained classroom
5-8 students
	Weather, lunch choices, name, address, calendar
	Teacher and Paraprofessional direct assistance

and instruction
	12 minutes per student

	3rd Hour

Prevocational

10:20-11:10
	Self contained classroom

5-8 students
	Sorting by size, shape, or color; assembly and collating
	Teacher and Paraprofessional direct assistance

and instruction
	12 minutes per student

	4th Hour

Home Economics

11:15-12:45
	Self contained classroom

5-8 students
	Basic food preparation
	Teacher and Paraprofessional direct assistance

and instruction
	6 minutes per student

	Lunch
11:45-12:15
	Lunchroom at Segregated Table
	Eat Lunch
	Teacher and Paraprofessional direct assistance

and instruction
	30 minutes per student

	5th Hour
Independent Work Skills

12:50-1:40
	Self contained classroom

5-8 students
	Basic math and reading skills
	Teacher and Paraprofessional direct assistance

and instruction
	12 minutes per student

	6th Hour
Specials

1:45-2:35
	Self contained classroom

5-8 students
	Music, movie, art, gross motor, drama, once a week rotation
	Teacher and Paraprofessional direct assistance

and instruction
	8 minutes per student

	7th Hour
Prepare to go home

2:35-3:15
	Self contained classroom

5-8 students
	Notes home, organize classroom, organize backpacks, coats, etc. 
	Teacher and Paraprofessional direct assistance

and instruction
	6 minutes per student


With the addition of LINK students the daily schedule will change dramatically.

1st Hour- Life Skills

Typically there are 5-8 students with autism in a Life Skills Class.  When the LINK Program is fully operational, there are 10-12 general education students assigned to the class.  The LINK students generally greet the students with autism at the buses.  The paraprofessional and the 10-15 LINK students then assist the 5-8 students with autism with their lockers.  On a typical day this could take five minutes from the 50 minutes of instructional time.  Because of the additional support of the LINKS, the amount of teacher instructional time increases dramatically.  Each student with autism receives approximately 45 minutes of instruction.  The teacher is able to give the students with autism and the LINK students specific information about building procedure such as attendance, tardiness, where to make schedule changes, appropriate hallway behavior, lunch lines, lunch choice, upcoming calendar events in the school, organization support for students to attend after school activities, etc.  The students can practice the routes they need to take to the assigned classes and rehearse appropriate behaviors such as being quiet in the hallway, appropriate behavior in the main office, etc. 
The caseload teacher will be teaching the Life Skills needed in general education building.  Each building will determine the norms associated with the building and the students with autism will learn what is important in the school building where they attend school.

Without LINKS

	Class
	Setting 
	Content
	Delivery
	Time on Task

	1st Hour 

Life Skills

7:30-8:20
	Self-Contained classroom. General ed./special ed. Facility

5-8 students
	Daily Living Skill Curriculum
(Self care, brush teeth, comb hair, etc.)
	Teacher and Paraprofessional direct assistance

and instruction
	8 minutes per student


With LINKS
	Class
	Setting 
	Content
	Delivery
	Time on Task

	1st Hour 

Life Skills

7:30-8:20
	Reverse mainstream classroom 15-20 students 

5-8 students with autism

10-12 LINK students
	Building orientation, culture of building, locker usage, interaction with peers and staff, review individualized integrated daily schedule
	Teacher facilitation with paraprofessional support

2:1 same aged peer support
	50 minutes


2nd Hour- Current Events

In this class, the teacher is usually teaching calendar concepts such as days of the week, weather, and lunch choices.  With the addition of the LINK students, the teacher will introduce a more sophisticated curriculum.  Usually there are 5-8 students with autism and 10-12 LINK students.  The teacher will introduce concepts that are in the local, state and national news.  The lesion is organized to allow feedback from all the students.  Curriculum will be presented in a Lecture-Interaction-Review

Purpose for this format of instruction:

1. Input-Process-Output

2. Provides opportunity to practice in traditional curriculum instruction.

3. Allows students with autism to interact with materials at different levels.

4. Teaches LINK students how to modify curriculum in a reverse mainstream setting.

5. Provides accountability for the student with autism, staff and the LINK student.

6. Organizes the educational period for a student with autism, staff and the LINK students (clock).

7. If a student exits, he/she can re-enter and understand expectations of the curriculum.

Without LINKS

	Class
	Setting 
	Content
	Delivery
	Time on Task

	2nd Hour

Current Events

8:25-9:15
	Self contained classroom

5-8 students
	Weather, lunch choices, name, address, calendar
	Teacher and Paraprofessional direct assistance

and instruction
	12 minutes per student


With LINKS

	Class
	Setting
	Content
	Delivery
	Time on Task

	2nd Hour

Current Events

8:25-9:15
	Reverse mainstream classroom

15-20 students

5-8 students with autism

10-12 LINK students
	Current events curriculum

Utilizing daily newspaper.

Review issues which directly affect students
	Teacher instruction with paraprofessional support

2:1 same aged peer support completing assignments
	45 minutes per student


The Current Events Class allows the teacher of the students with autism the opportunity to control the organization and flow of the class.  Current Events is designed to model the general education classroom structure.  The students with autism benefit because they are afforded the opportunity to practice the skills they need to function within the general education setting guided by a teacher trained to teach students with autism.  It is important for the teacher of the students with autism to organize the reverse mainstream class to replication that of the general education setting. 

3rd Hour- Prevocational
Typically there are 5-8 students with autism in a prevocational class.  The class period consists of those students independently working on prevocational skill development including sorting, filing collating, light assembly, etc.  The materials utilized during this instruction are purchased through a catalog and require disassembly upon completing.  Some programs use the disassembly as another prevocational opportunity.  With the addition of the 10-16 LINK students, the class curriculum can change dramatically.  The prevocational class can be transformed into a business.  Each student with autism is pared with two LINK students.  The students work in pods.  Each pad completes a prevocational or vocational job form local businesses in the community, a teacher in the district, a program in the district, etc.  The support team, including the psychologist, social worker, speech therapist, occupational therapist, and paraprofessional staff in the program generates vocational opportunities form local businesses.  These are real jobs that must be completed in a give time frame.  Because of the pressure of the deadlines and the validity of it being a real job, the productivity increases.  All students are motivated to work harder and faster.  Students motivated students because they are modeling the appropriate work behaviors and the need to complete the job assigned. 
Without LINKS

	Class
	Setting 
	Content
	Delivery
	Time on Task

	3rd Hour

Prevocational

10:20-11:10
	Self contained classroom

5-8 students
	Sorting by size, shape, or color; assembly and collating
	Teacher and Paraprofessional direct assistance

and instruction
	12 minutes per student


With LINKS

	Class
	Setting 
	Content
	Delivery
	Time on Task

	3rd Hour

Prevocational

10:20-11:10
	Reverse mainstream classroom

15-24 students

5-8 students with autism

10-16 LINK students
	Completing actual jobs recruited from the community and school district, i.e. dentist offices, insurance offices, real estate. 
	Teacher and paraprofessional facilitation

Students work in pads consisting of two LINKS and one student with autism 
	45 minutes per student 


4th Hour- Home Economics

In a traditional center program for students with autism, the home economics curriculum includes the teacher preparing the food item with students assisting for single operations.  An example might be a lesson to make Macaroni and Cheese from a box.  The teacher would have one box of Macaroni and Cheese and each student would assist in one part of the food preparation.  One student would open the box, one student would measure the water, one student would turn on the stove, etc.  When you add LINK students to the home economics curriculum, there would be four students with autism, with 12 LINK students supporting.  The students would work in pods and each pod would consist of one student with autism and three LINK students.  Each pod would be expected to prepare one box of Macaroni and Cheese.  Each student with autism would be allowed to be a part of the entire preparation of the food.  This would allow the student with autism the opportunity to understand the entire preparation rather than the single operation approach in a traditional center program.  

Without LINKS

	Class
	Setting 
	Content
	Delivery
	Time on Task

	4th Hour

Home Economics

11:15-12:45
	Self contained classroom

5-8 students
	Basic food preparation
	Teacher and Paraprofessional direct assistance

and instruction
	6 minutes per student


With LINKS

	Class
	Setting 
	Content
	Delivery
	Time on Task

	4th Hour

Home Economics

11:15-12:45
	Reverse mainstream classroom

15-24 students

5-8 students with autism

10-16 LINK students
	Task analyzed recipes prepared in pods of students
	Teacher and Paraprofessional 

Instruction and facilitation

5-8 Pods consisting of 3 students (2 LINKS and a student with autism)
	45 minutes 


Lunch

A typical lunch period for students with autism in center programs would include six students with autism eating at one lunch table with teacher and paraprofessional support.  The students usually sit at an isolated table away from the other students or sit at the end of a table together so the adults can assist.  In extreme cases, students with autism eat lunch in their classroom.  The LINK students dramatically change the make up of the lunch period for the students with autism.  With the addition of two-on-one LINK support, the students with autism are able to eat lunch at different lunch tables with their LINK students.  The LINK students usually invite the student with autism to sit at the table with them and their friends.  Over the past ten years, students who were LINKS previously continue to eat lunch with a student with autism, even though they currently are not enrolled in the LINK program.

Without LINKS

	Class
	Setting 
	Content
	Delivery
	Time on Task

	Lunch

11:45-12:15
	Lunchroom at Segregated Table
	Eat Lunch
	Teacher and Paraprofessional direct assistance

and instruction
	30 minutes per student


With LINKS

	Class
	Setting 
	Content
	Delivery
	Time on Task

	Lunch

11:45-12:15
	Lunchroom Integrated tables throughout lunch room

10-16 students

5-8 students with autism and 10-12 LINK students
	Eat Lunch and socialize
	LINK assistance (Two LINKS with each student with autism) 

Paraprofessional support as needed 
	30 minutes 


5th Hour- Independent Work Skills

The typical self-contained autistic program classroom usually consists of 5-8 students with autism, a teacher and a paraprofessional.  The goal of the independent work time is to have the students work independently on tasks they have mastered.  These tasks include sorting by color, shape, and size, puzzles, categorization and sequencing skills, and basic academic tasks.  The teacher and the paraprofessional are organizing student work and dealing with student behavior during this period.  With the addition of LINK students, the independent work period changes.  Typically there are two LINK students with each student with autism.  LINK students can be trained to teach new skills to the students with autism.  This allows for a variety of materials to be utilized during this hour rather than materials the student has mastered.  Students with autism can also have individualized two-to-one attention for an entire class period.  The amount of time on task for the student with autism is greatly increased with the addition of the LINK students.  

Without LINKS

	Class
	Setting 
	Content
	Delivery
	Time on Task

	5th Hour

Independent Work Skills

12:50-1:40
	Self contained classroom

5-8 students
	Basic math and reading skills
	Teacher and Paraprofessional direct assistance

and instruction
	12 minutes per student


With LINKS
	Class
	Setting 
	Content
	Delivery
	Time on Task

	5th Hour

Independent Work Skills

12:50-1:40
	Reverse mainstream classroom

10-16 students

5-8 students with autism

5-8 LINK students
	Calculator skills, essential math skills, Edmark reading program, Books on tape, interactive board games
	Teacher and Paraprofessional direction instruction and curriculum facilitation  
1:1 Peer support
	45 minutes per student 


6th Hour- Specials/Community Skills

In a typical self-contained autistic program, a class period each day is devoted to specials, i.e. Music, Physical Education, Swimming, Art, Movie, etc.  The teacher in the autistic program typically teaches these special classes, although some districts do have music and art therapists.  Since the LINK program opens up individualized scheduling for students with autism, each student with autism is afforded the opportunity to attend general education electives such as physical education, music, bend, etc. based upon their interest areas and opportunities in their schedule.  This allows 6th Hour to be devoted to Community Skills.  In the Community Skills class period, two LINK students, one student with autism and an adult assigned to the program go out into the community to various locations.  The location of the community outings include: the post office, the grocery store, the dry cleaners, the movie theater, a fast food restaurant, a sit down restaurant, etc.  The parents of the students with autism determine the locations for the community skill hour.  At the beginning of each school year, the parents are given a survey, which determines areas in which their student struggles in the community.  The staff then devotes a nine-week card marking period to desensitizing the student to that area in the community.  This hour directly assists the parents because it provides the students with autism the opportunity to practice socialization skills with trained staff and role models in community activities.  
Without LINKS

	Class
	Setting 
	Content
	Delivery
	Time on Task

	6th Hour

Specials

1:45-2:35
	Self contained classroom

5-8 students
	Music, movie, art, gross motor, drama, once a week rotation
	Teacher and Paraprofessional direct assistance

and instruction
	8 minutes per student


With LINKS

	Class
	Setting 
	Content
	Delivery
	Time on Task

	6th Hour

Specials

1:45-2:35
	Reverse mainstream taught in community settings

15 students

5 students with autism and 10 LINK students
	Practice appropriate socialization and mobility skills needed in public settings. (Waiting in line at a bank, post office, fast food restaurant, etc.)
	Teacher and Paraprofessional instruction

Pods of 3 students 

2 LINK students

and one student with autism integrated into community based activities
	45 minutes per student


7th Hour- Prepare to Go Home/Support

In a typical self-contained program for students with autism, the last period of the day is spent organizing the student for the transition home.  The teacher in the autistic program is usually writing notes in the journal, the paraprofessionals are trying to retrieve articles of clothing and materials the students with autism brought to school, and the students with autism are typically given “free time.”  Unfortunately, students with autism can not handle “free time,” especially if they are around other students with autism who can not organize “free time.”  With the addition of the LINK students, the support period changes dramatically.  LINK students are trained in modification of assignments, implementing visual organizational systems, implementing visual behavioral systems, and writing techniques to complete daily schedule sheets sent home to parents.  In a typical support hour, there would be seven students with autism supported by 14 LINK students.  That creates a two-to-one ration.  The LINK students are responsible to report to the teachers which hours of their student’s daily schedule sheet are not completed.  The other LINK student is assisting the student with autism to his/her locker to locate his/her belongings to return home.  The same LINK student organizing the daily schedule may be assisting a student with autism with homework or modifications of the homework sent home.  If the student with autism doesn’t have homework and the individualized student schedule is ready to go home, the LINK student is assigned a list of interactive games to teach/practive with the student with autism.  the interactive games include: Trouble, Jenga, Yatzee, Checkers, Chinese Checkers, Simon, Sorry, Nintendo, UNO, Battleship, etc.  Most of the interactive games played between the students with autism and the LINK students do not involve language.  Learning these games provides students with autism with interactional skill development with same aged peers.  The feedback from the parents is that their students are more social at holiday and birthday parties because the students know how to play the games at most family outings.     
Without LINKS

	Class
	Setting 
	Content
	Delivery
	Time on Task

	7th Hour

Prepare to go home

2:35-3:15
	Self contained classroom

5-8 students
	Notes home, organize classroom, organize backpacks, coats, etc. 
	Teacher and Paraprofessional direct assistance

and instruction
	6 minutes per student


With LINKS

	Class
	Setting 
	Content
	Delivery
	Time on Task

	7th Hour

Prepare to go home

2:35-3:15
	Reverse mainstream classroom 

15-24 Students

5-8 students with autism

10-16 LINK 

students
	Homework organization to go home, individualized schedules to go home, complete homework, socialization opportunities, board games, building orientation, locker usage 
	Teacher and Paraprofessional direct assistance

2:1 peer to peer support providing individualized opportunities for students. 
	40 minutes per student


Starting a Link Program
Recruitment of the LINK Students

To start a LINK program, the teacher must establish where and when general education students would be available to be recruited.  This means the teacher must understand the complexities of the master building schedule.  Each building culture provides opportunities for student participation in the LINK Program.  The responsibility to develop LINK opportunities within the building falls upon the teacher of the students with autism.  General education students who wish to participate in the LINK program must have a permission slip signed by their parents since there may be a risk to the general education students who participate in the program.  Students with autism can exhibit aggressive behavior. 

The LINK students can be older than the students with autism they support.  Students with autism are never older than the LINK student supporting them.  This model requires academic, behavioral, and social direction.  It would be beyond the developmental level of students in early elementary to be effective in this role, so this model begins in 4th grade.   There has been no research in this program to identify any particular type of general education student for the purpose of becoming an excellent LINK.  At Risk Students and National Honor Society students have demonstrated incredible skills when supporting student with autism.   

Providing Student Support for Students with Autism at the Elementary Level
LINK students at the elementary level can be found in many different traditional general education programs.  This model recognizes that older students can provide support for students with autism and cross aged LINK students are highly recommended.  That means utilizing students from middle school and high school to support the students with autism at the elementary level.  Throughout this country many school districts have elementary, middle schools and high schools on the same campus.  This allows the cross-aged LINK students to walk to the elementary school where the program for the elementary students with autism is located. 

When cross aged LINK students are not available, 4th and 5th grads are an excellent resource for locating LINK students.  The 4th and 5th grade elementary students are excused from their classes one week for ½ hour.  The teacher of the students with autism meets with the 4th and 5th grade teachers to determine the most appropriate time for the 4th and 5th grade LINK students to miss this class time for ½ hour a week.  The elementary principle (with the accurate information about the program) is instrumental in the success of the LINK program. 

Another school building where LINK students can be recruited is the alternative high school.  Most school districts across the country have alternative high schools.  Typically, alternative high schools run in two-hour blocks.  Most students at alternative high schools drive to the building.  This eliminates the transportation issue.  Working closely with the community education director will assist the teacher in understanding the dynamics of the alternative high school.

Providing Student Support for Students with Autism at the Middle School Level

In every middle school there are AT-Risk students that the general education staff and administration are not able to appropriately schedule.  The general education staff perceives them as underachievers and the administration perceives them as troublemakers.  Traditional general educational programming is not meeting their needs because there I not flexibility in the schedule.  These students can become the catalysts for the initial development of a middle school LINK program.  At-Risk students excel in a program where they are needed.  In the LINK program they are needed.  The responsibility of being a LINK often changes the At-Risk student’s attitude about school.  In this model, many At-Risk students have excelled in the LINK program, and their success has extended into their academic classes.  These At-Risk students are in every building.  They need support.  The LINK Program can provide that support.  It will be the first time an autistic program has given back to a building rather than taken from it.
High school students are great cross-aged LINK students at the middle school level.  Their availability will depend on the high school being on the same campus as the middle school.  High School LINK students can serve as mentors to the new middle school LINK students.  

Another school building where LINK students can be recruited is the alternative high school.  Most school districts across the country have alternative high schools.  Typically, alternative high schools run in two-hour blocks.  Most students at alternative high schools drive to the building.  This eliminates the transportation issue.  Working closely with the community education director will assist the teacher in understanding the dynamics of the alternative high school.

The LINK program went through the Kindergarted-12th Grade Curriculum Council three years after the initial 17 study hall students volunteered in the LINK program from study hall and was accredited.  That means the program in the course catalog is sent home at registration with every 6th, 7th, and 8th grader at both middle schools.  It is an elective the students can choose when scheduling.  Accreditation streamlines the process of choosing LINK students.  It also minimizes the search each semester for the general education students to be LINK students. 

TRAINING THE LINK STUDENTS

Training LINK students is an individualized as recruiting LINK students.  Training is based upon the LINK students’ developmental level.  In the training section, the individualized trainings will be divided into three levels: Elementary, Middle School, and High School.
Elementary School LINK Students in the 4th and 5th Grade need:

1. Developmentally appropriate information about autism

There are at least 16 children’s books about students with autism- good start

2. Information about the individual student they will support.

What does Mark like to do?  Does Mark have a Mom and Dad?

3. To continuously model from the paraprofessional and teacher in the autistic program. (Just remember if you raise your voice so will the 4th or 5th grader)

4. Visual organization systems to organize the student with autism.  Developmentally 4th and 5th grade students need to visually know the purpose of each task and how that task is going to need their support. 

5. The support from the teacher of the students with autism during their lunch period at monthly meetings.

Middle School LINK Student Training to Support Students with Autism
1. The support staff takes all the students with autism on a field trip the 1st day of school.  The social worker, teacher and paraprofessionals give the Middle School LINK students specific information about the class they will support the student with autism in and how to be an effective LINK.  The training usually happens hour by hour.  In some extreme cases it happens student by student.  It will absolutely depend upon the LINK student population.

2. At Middle School, there is an Autistic Program Training Manual.  This manual includes a commitment phrase from the LINK student and a permission slip for the parent to sign.  This manual also includes generic information about the way people with autism function.  LINK students just want to know whether you can catch it or not.  They do not seem to be particularly interested in the research aspects of autism.

3. Another way to meet with the whole group of Middle LINK students is to have them come to the school the day before school starts.  You can prioritize this by sending post cards to their home inviting them to an inservice prior to the start of school. (We get about an 80% turnout).

4. Case Conferences are an excellent way to meet the ongoing needs of the LINK students.  Case Conferences are scheduled one a month to meet the unique needs of the students with autism.  It also is a time to provide accurate information to the 10-12 LINK Students who support the student with autism.  This can be done during the school day as long as the teacher of students with autism is creative.

There are really only seven months of school if you rule out vacation months.  Rotate the days of the case conferences-once a month throughout the school year.
5. Videotape- The teacher can be taped on video on how to effectively interact with the student with autism.  This tape can be used throughout the student with autism’s career at the middle school.  If the videotape is done at the entry at 6th grade, it can be used with all the LINK students.  As the student with autism grows, the professionals have to redevelop the tape.  The essence of the student is there.  The redevelopment will be minimal.

High School LINK Student Training to Support Students with Autism

1. Hour by Hour Case Conferences- The social worker and the teacher explain the student with autism’s behavior hour by hour.  This means that any LINK student may interact with each student with autism.

2. Student by Student Case Conference- The social worker and the teacher of the students with autism teach the information needed to assist the LINK students in understanding the student with autism behavior.  In the next two sections you will see the variety of ways you can speak to individual student behavior at a high school setting.

3. At the High School there is an Autistic Program Training Manual.  This manual includes a commitment phrase from the LINK student and a permission slip for the parent to sign.  This manual also includes generic information about the way people with autism function.  LINK students just want to know whether you can catch it or not.

4. Case Conferences are an excellent way to meet the ongoing needs of the LINK students.  Case Conferences are scheduled one a month to meet the unique needs of the students with autism.  It also is a time to provide accurate information to the 10-12 LINK Students who support the student with autism.  This can be done during the school day as long as the teacher of students with autism is creative.  There are really only seven months of school if you rule out vacation months.  Rotate the days of the case conferences-once a month throughout the school year.

5. Videotape- The teacher can be taped on video on how to effectively interact with the student with autism.  This tape can be used throughout the student with autism’s career at the middle school.  If the videotape is done at the entry at 9th grade, it can be used with all the LINK students.  As the student with autism grows, the professionals have to redevelop the tape.  The essence of the student is there.  The redevelopment will be minimal.

MAINTENANCE OF THE LINK PROGRAM







The LINK program model is effective because 80 to 120 general education students are involved.  There are general education students who simply participate in the LINK program as models.  They enrich the program because of the sheer numbers.  There is a majority of the students participating in the activities presented in each group of LINKS there is a small percentage of students who actually function as a coach or helper.  The peer-to-peer support model becomes most effective when there are large numbers of students participating and a percentage of students take on the additional roles as the helper coach.

MAINTAINING THE LINK STUDENTS
1. LINK of the Week – Each week in each program LINK students are nominated as LINKS of the week. The teacher in the program then selects one student as the LINK of the Week. The LINK of the Week picture is showcased outside of the Autistic Program Classroom and the student is given a gift certificate to a local restaurant.

2. LINK Incentive- Each month the staff creates an incentive for the LINK students to participate.  An example, during the month of April, the staff sets out a jar of Jellybeans.  The LINKS have the opportunity to guess how many Jellybeans are in the jar.  The student that guesses closest wins the jar of Jellybeans.

3. LINK lunches- Each month the staff in the program provide pizza lunches for the LINK students with autism in the program.

4. LINK lunches out of the building- The staff provides an opportunity for the LINK students and the student with autism they support to go out to lunch approximately once a month.

5. LINK Banquets- At the end of each school year, each autistic program (elementary, middle school, high school) schedules a LINK Banquet.  The banquet is organized according to the age of the students.  An example of an elementary LINK banquet would be at a local park.  The program typically rents a moonwalk and a clown.  There is a staff member that volunteers to cook hot dogs.  The families usually agree to bring side dishes and desserts.  The fundraisers generated by the individual autistic program raise the money needed to fun the banquets. 

6. LINK T-Shirts- At each banquet, the staff in the autistic program present each LINK Student with a T-Shirt designed by a student with autism or a LINK student.  The money made by the fundraisers organized by the autistic program staff purchases the T-Shirts.

The maintenance of the LINK program is autistic program specific.  The teachers in the autistic program realize how to keep the LINK students interested in the program.  The above information is trial based and has worked the best for the LINK students.  If this program was replicated anywhere else, the professional staff in the autistic program would best determine what the LINK students need to remain a part of the program.

13 PRINCIPLES THAT DRIVE THE AUTISTIC IMPAIRED PROGRAM

1. Social skills can only develop with social opportunities.

2. The curriculum at each level represents an opportunity for integration and social learning.  Skill proficiency is not the primary goal.

3. All students will be provided integration opportunities every time, even in distress.

4. A functional communication system will be provided at all times regardless of competency.

5. Behavior will be managed by following the plan and organized consequences in the plan.  Other consequences will only be implemented with a case conference or team decision.

6. Students with autism will always develop new behaviors.

7. Students will always participate in a problem-solving interaction after a time out, every time regardless of communication competency or any perceived change or lack of change of behavior.  

8. Instructional support strategies may change behavior, words may not always change behavior.

9. The LINK Program will expand all possible academic, social, behavioral, and learning opportunities.

10. Staff behavior is modeled…positive or negative.

11. Group norms at each age level establish criteria for all students.

12. Students will be directly included in discussions that are related to them in the educational setting.   

13. Opportunities for prevocational skill development will occur in the natural setting…All students with autism will be afforded the opportunity to work in a natural setting.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, the LINK program is not a simple social opportunity that might solve the significant interpersonal and communicative needs of the diverse population of students with autism without comprehensive program alteration.  There are several aspects of peer to peer support that require close attention in developing a LINK type program for students with autism.  These aspects are intertwined and are best understood as a system of variables rather than as isolated or prioritized steps toward program development.  Some of these aspects include having a philosophy toward inclusionary opportunity.  Some include beliefs related to age appropriate interaction.  Some relate to special education curriculum, behavioral strategies and academic modifications.  And finally, some relate to specific strategies regarding recruiting, training, and maintaining peer support.  We have tried to give a balance of information in this book that would illustrate where and how philosophy, values, and strategies need to interact.  Probably the most important influence in the development of the LINK program was the evolving awareness that each level of instructional and behavioral opportunity could be influenced for our students with autism if complementary strategies were put in place that built upon the social impact of peer-to-peer support.  We have tried to itemize those complementary strategies in this book and would leave you with the hope that you might see this as a system of ides that can be interdependently developed. 
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