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ABSTRACT 
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Enhancement of academic engagement of students with intellectual disability using peer support 

interventions 

A systematic literature review from 1990 – 2018 

Children with intellectual disabilities (ID) in inclusive classrooms differ in ways of processing information 

and learning speed compared to their peers without disabilities. Therefore teaching methods must be 

adapted to their individual needs. Peer support is seen as an additional form of improving students’ academ-

ic engagement. This systematic review focuses on peer supported interventions which facilitate academic 

engagement of children and youth with mild to profound ID. It contains six studies, which met pre-

determined inclusion criteria focusing specifically on academic engagement. The studies were analysed to 

examine (a) different types of peer support, (b) peer support characteristics, (c) definition of academic en-

gagement of students with ID and (d) if a change in academic engagement as an outcome can be evaluated 

after a peer support intervention. In this review, the data of 18 students with mild to profound ID and their 

peers in the age of 8 to 17 years, were included. Four different types of peer support intervention were iden-

tified, which included different characteristics mostly focussing on supporting students’ communication, 

access to information and active participation in class. The different definitions of academic engagement 

which were found hindered comparison of results. Nevertheless, all studies had a positive effect on the aca-

demic engagement of students with ID. Future research is needed to investigate the long-term impact of 

different types of peer support on academic engagement of students with ID and their need in relation to 

specific forms of ID.  

                                                                                                                Pages: 32 

Keywords: mild, moderate, severe, profound, intellectual disability, peer support intervention, academic 

engagement, systematic literature review  

 

Postal address 

Högskolan för lärande 

och kommunikation (HLK) 

Box 1026 

551 11 JÖNKÖPING 

Street address 

Gjuterigatan 5 

Telephone 

036–101000  

Fax 

036162585 



Enhancement of academic engagement of students with ID using peer support interventions 

 

Table of Contents 

1 Introduction .......................................................................................................................................................... 1 

1.1 Legal foundation ......................................................................................................................................... 1 

1.2 Participation and academic engagement.................................................................................................. 1 

1.2.1 Participation ........................................................................................................................................ 1 

1.2.2 Academic engagement....................................................................................................................... 2 

1.3 ICF-CY-Framework ................................................................................................................................... 3 

1.3.1 Children with intellectual disabilities in ICF-CY and ICD-10 .................................................... 3 

1.4 Children with ID in inclusive schools ..................................................................................................... 5 

1.5 Peer support intervention .......................................................................................................................... 6 

1.6 Rational ......................................................................................................................................................... 6 

2 Aim ......................................................................................................................................................................... 8 

2.1 Review questions ......................................................................................................................................... 8 

3 Method ................................................................................................................................................................... 9 

3.1 Databases and search words...................................................................................................................... 9 

3.2 Selection criteria ........................................................................................................................................12 

3.3 Selection procedure ..................................................................................................................................13 

3.3.1 Screening of title and abstract ........................................................................................................15 

3.3.2 Full-text screening ............................................................................................................................15 

3.3.3 Hand-search ......................................................................................................................................15 

3.3.4 Quality assessment ...........................................................................................................................15 

3.3.5 Additional reviewer ..........................................................................................................................16 

3.4 Data analysis ..............................................................................................................................................16 

4 Results ..................................................................................................................................................................18 

4.1 Description of the selected articles ........................................................................................................18 

4.1.1 Peer support interventions in the studies concerning review question I & II .......................19 

4.1.2 Academic engagement concerning review question III .............................................................22 

4.1.3 Outcome of academic engagement concerning review question IV .......................................23 

5 Discussion ............................................................................................................................................................25 



Enhancement of academic engagement of students with ID using peer support interventions 

 

5.1 Review question 1 .....................................................................................................................................25 

5.2 Review question II ....................................................................................................................................26 

5.3 Review question III ..................................................................................................................................27 

5.4 Review question IV...................................................................................................................................27 

6 Method & limitation ..........................................................................................................................................29 

7 Future research ...................................................................................................................................................30 

8 Conclusion ...........................................................................................................................................................32 

9 Tables and figures ...............................................................................................................................................33 

9.1 List of tables ...............................................................................................................................................33 

9.2 List of figures .............................................................................................................................................33 

10 References ............................................................................................................................................................34 

11 Appendix ..............................................................................................................................................................38 

 



Enhancement of academic engagement of students with ID using peer support interventions 

Ramona Eberli  1 

 

1 Introduction  

The background of the author lies within special needs as well as preschool and school education.  The 

author also has experience in teaching children and youth with special needs in special schools as well as 

teaching classes in mainstream schools and kindergartens in Switzerland and Sweden. Experience in en-

hancing students with intellectual disabilities (ID) in learning and supporting educational performances in 

mainstream classes led to this systematic review. Within this review, the term student is used for a child or 

youth with ID who receives peer support. For the student who provides help in a peer support 

intervention, the term peer is applied.  

1.1 Legal foundation 

The integration of children with intellectual disabilities in mainstream schools is more and more common 

and was done in accordance with Universal rights for children which were set by The General Assembly 

of the United Nations (UN) at the Convention of the Right of the Child (November, 20th 1989). Article 

23 emphasises that children with a mental or physical disability, ought to be able to “enjoy a full and de-

cent life, in conditions which ensure dignity, promote self-reliance and facilitate the child's active participa-

tion in the community” (§1). Children and their families therefore need to be supported to overcome bar-

riers which might prevent active participation.  The recognition of a child’s special needs and individually 

adapted support enhances participation in different aspects of a community life.   

Article 23 further stresses that children with intellectual and or physical disabilities have the right to 

receive “education, training, health care services, rehabilitation services, preparation for employment and 

recreation opportunities” (§ 3). It should be aimed for the highest possible level of “social integration and 

individual development, including his or her cultural and spiritual development” (§3). Access to special 

support has to be guaranteed to ensure best possible developmental trajectories. With the inclusion of 

children with a disability in inclusive classes, their access, as well as participation within this environment 

is sought.  

1.2  Participation and academic engagement 

In this paragraph, the terms participation and academic engagement are defined to facilitate understanding 

and adaption.  

1.2.1 Participation 

Participation is stated as a right of the child and defined by the World Health Organisation (WHO, 2007) 

as a person’s ‘involvement in a life situation’ and represents the societal perspective of functioning. The 

ability to be engaged and interact socially develops in the young child’s close relations with others such as 

parents, siblings and peers in its immediate environment. (xvi)  
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The concept of involvement in a life situation is comprised of two parts: (1) physical attendance and (2) 

engagement in a task while attending (Imms & Granlund, 2014). A cognitive or emotional examination of 

the situation in which the person is currently present is needed to actually take part in a life situation. With 

respect to the emotional perception of engagement (Arvidsson, Granlund, Thyberg & Thyberg, 2012; 

Coster et al., 2012; Falkmer, Nilholm, Granlund & Falkmer, 2012; Granlund et al., 2012), a person might 

only participate if he or she senses a feeling of belonging (Dunst, Trivette, Raab & Masiello, 2008; Axels-

son Granlund & Wilder, 2013). Being fully engaged is therefore connected to the interactions with other 

people and experience connections to others and acceptance from others (Imms & Granlund, 2014). Cru-

cial for participation are the responses of the environment around a person. Participation might be hin-

dered or facilitated by availability and accessibility factors i.e. communication, structure of facilities, etc. 

(Coster et al., 2012; Maxwell, Alves & Granlund, 2012). Children with special needs especially, rely on an 

active environment which provides opportunities for active involvement and acceptance.  

1.2.2 Academic engagement  

Academic engagement is a process of being actively involved in the learning setting. Being engaged in a 

classroom includes behavioural, emotional and cognitive engagement. Cognitive engagement needs to be 

highlighted to define academic engagement. Cognitive engagement is described as an act of willingly pay-

ing attention to ongoing interactions and understanding content (Fredricks, Blumenfeld & Paris, 2004). 

The involved individual needs to perform an effort for understanding complex tasks (Fredricks, Blumen-

feld & Paris, 2004). Therefore the student needs to play an active and participating role in class, focus on 

tasks and show interest and persistence (Maha Al-Hendawi, 2012). Different levels of intensity and quality 

of engagement can be observed. Depending on the capability, skills and situational commitment of a stu-

dent, cognitive engagement can range from memorising and reproducing information to actively pro-

cessing and connecting knowledge (Fredricks, Blumenfeld & Paris, 2004).  

An active examination between an individual and an environment comprises interactions with 

material, teachers and peers. Behaviours such as making eye contact, listening, asking and answering ques-

tions, talking about class content and following instructions as well as using material in an appropriate way 

can be observed (Greenwood, Delquadri, & Hall, 1984). Academic engagement is specified furthermore 

by Greenwood, Carta, Kamps, & Delquadri (1993) as student’s appropriate reaction to commands, 

prompts or assignment. It includes behaviour such as writing, reading (silently or loud), communication in 

relation to tasks and using material or tools in relation to curriculum.    

Strong evidence for academic engagement and its influence on academic achievement can be 

found. DiPerna, Volpe and Elliott (2002) summarized students’ behaviour in connection to academic 

achievement. A strong relation between academic engagement and academic achievement is stated. Key 

variables like, “prior achievement, interpersonal skills, study skills, motivation, and engagement” (p. 300) 

are identified. It is stressed that these key variables are assessed for children at educational risk like stu-

dents with ID. Therefore it is important to note that academic engagement, motivation, study skills and 
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social skills influence future academic performance and participation in the curriculum (DiPenna, Volpe & 

Elliott, 2002). Students learning can be optimized by factoring in enhancement of these elements.  

1.3 ICF-CY-Framework 

The International classification of functioning, disability and health for children & youth (ICF-CY) is de-

signed by the World Health Organisation (WHO, 2007) to describe child development and environmental 

factors, which might influence developmental trajectories. The systematic approach of the model, factors 

in child characteristics such as Body structures, Body functions and Personal factors, as well as factors in 

the environment (see Figure 1). Codes with different levels of detailed information are hierarchically set up 

in chapters, which allow easy orientation. On the first level classification Body function (b), Body structure 

(s) Activities and Participation (d) and Environmental factors (e) are included. Level two chapters e.g. 

Mental functions (b1) in Body functions (b) include then again chapters like Global mental functions 

(b110-b139), which are labelled with the range of sub-chapter it contains. Each sub-chapter includes sev-

eral more detailed codes like b1100 State of consciousness within b110 Consciousness functions. Every 

Code, sub-category, category and chapter encloses descriptions with clarifications (WHO, 2007).  

 

Figure 1 ICF-CY (WHO, 2007, p. 17) 

Therefore a person’s health condition and disability is determined by reciprocal action of these factors 

(represented by the arrows in between). The impact of personal and environmental factors on a child’s 

development is recognised. Family, school, class and community have a large influence on the functions 

of a child with a disability. The environmental setting may therefore support or hinder performance in 

activities and participation (WHO, 2007).  

1.3.1 Children with intellectual disabilities in ICF-CY and ICD-10 

ICF-CY (WHO, 2007) uses the concept of developmental delay to describe intellectual disabilities. “In 

children and youth, there are variations in the time of emergence of body functions, structures and the 

acquisition of skills associated with individual differences in growth and development “ (2007, p. xv). This 
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definition focuses on the development of a child’s functions. A disability can be assessed if the functions 

of a child in a specific area (e.g. cognitive functions, speech, mobility, etc.) or in several areas showing sig-

nificant differences to those of a typically developed child of the same age. The differences in the devel-

opment of skill, functions and structures may occur in speed and manifestation. A developmental delay 

can be temporary (WHO, 2007). Intellectual skills, needs and life age of children with a development delay 

differ from each other. Restriction in cognitive functioning might lead to a slower processing speed, more 

difficulties in focussing and thinking, which might lead to more distraction and a higher demand of rest 

(Hülshoff, 2010). Children with intellectual disabilities often show delays in the development of specific 

mental functions (b140-b189) which include e.g. attention functions (b140), memory functions (b144), 

thinking (b160 Thought functions), basic cognitive functions (b163), higher-level cognitive functions 

(b164), mental functions of language (b167) and calculation functions (b172). The restrictions in Body 

functions might lead to limitations in activities or participation, especially in a school environment. To be 

able to participate actively like solving tasks, organizing routines and handling stress (d2) demand func-

tions in Basic learning (d130-d159) and Applying knowledge (d160-d179), including i.e. Thinking (d163), 

Problem solving (d175) and Decision making (d177), as well as communication skills as a sender (d330-

d349) and receiver (d310-d329). 

The International Statistical Classification of Diseases and Related Health Problems 10th Revision 

(ICD-10) (WHO, 2016) codes define diseases, disabilities and health conditions. Intellectual disabilities are 

found within Mental retardation (F70-F79) in chapter V Mental and behavioural disorders (F00-F99). The 

term Mental retardation is used to describe the cognitive skills of children and adults by using an IQ scale 

and a description (see table 1).  

Table 1 ID in ICD-10 

Code Title IQ Description 

F 70 Mild mental retardation 

 

50 to 69 Mental age between 9 and 12 years 

High likelihood of some learning difficulties in 

school  

F 71 Moderate mental retardation 35 to 49 Mental age between 6 and 9 years 

High likelihood of developmental delays in child-

hood but children can achieve some independ-

ence in self-care and acquire adequate communi-

cation and academic skills by learning 

F 72 Severe mental retardation 20 to 34 Mental age between 3 to 6 years  

High likelihood of constant need of support  

F 73  Profound mental retardation <20 Mental age up to 3 years 

Distinct limits in communication, mobility and 

self-care 

(WHO, 2018)  
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In the literature many terms for an intellectual impairment, i.e. cognitive impairment, mental disability, 

retardations, etc. are used. For this review, the term intellectual disability (ID) is used. This includes specif-

ic disabilities like Down Syndrome, etc. if it is in connection with a reduction of mental capacity.  

Difference between ID and Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) 

ICD-10 distinguishes between Mental retardation and Pervasive Developmental Disorders which encloses 

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). Mental retardation is defined as an “arrested or incomplete develop-

ment of the mind” (WHO, 2016, F 70-F 79). The development is following a typical pathway but stops in 

certain stage of development. As opposed to this, children with a diagnosis within ASD show an atypical 

development. In contrast to this, children with a diagnosis within ASD show an atypical development. 

Consequently ASD it is categorized as F 84 Pervasive Developmental Disorders in Disorders of Psycho-

logical Development. Restrictions in functions of reciprocal social interactions and communication are 

characteristic for children with ASD. Furthermore stereotyped and repetitive actions and interest may oc-

cur (WHO, 2016, F 84). Children with ASD have different skills and needs as children with an ID. 

Comorbidities with ASD might have a major effect upon a child’s functioning (WHO, 1996). Measure-

ments of intensity and patterns of supports to enhance participation in activities and school as well as 

community settings reveal different needs, while comparing Children with only ID and children with ID 

and an additional diagnosis of ASD (Shogren et al., 2017). Children with ID and Autism often need more 

support in the area of health and safety, social skills and advocacy (Shogren et al., 2017). Due to the dif-

ferences in needs and skills, gained knowledge might not be generalised. For these reasons children with 

ASD are excluded from this review. 

1.4 Children with ID in inclusive schools 

Due to the functional differences, children with ID have diverse (additional) needs. With the inclusion of 

children with ID in inclusive schools, the diversity within the classes increases. Therefore suitable teaching 

strategies must be expanded to meet the needs of all children to ensure active participation in ongoing 

class on an individual level (Carter, Sisco, Melekoglu, & Kurkowski 2007; Terfloth & Bauersfeld., 2012). 

Children with ID often need different and more instruction than their typically developing peers. The con-

tent of the lessons and the speed in which it is presented need to be adapted to their skills and learning 

capacity (Hülshoff, 2010). Individually adapted teaching methods, should fit to their way of learning, so 

that it facilitates the acquisition of knowledge to children with ID. Otherwise, students with ID might be 

physically present but may not be actively engaged in the same learning opportunities (Wehmeyer, Lattin, 

Lapp-Rincker & Agran, 2003) and therefore may not learn as much as they are capable of.  

Using one-to-one assistance from adult paraprofessionals for students with ID is one of the most 

common teaching methods in inclusive school systems (Giangreco, 2010; Giangreco, Suter & Doyle, 

2010). However, especially during adolescence, youth seek independence and distance from the constant 

presence of adults (Carter, Asmus, & Moss, 2014). Active academic engagement therefore needs to be 
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enhanced. The reduction of one-to-one assistance from adults while intensifying peer to peer interaction 

and support might increase learning opportunities and therefore enhance academic engagement and 

achievement for this population.  

1.5 Peer support intervention 

The lack of active participation of children with ID in inclusive classrooms asks for more intensive aca-

demic engagement. One approach to increase active academic engagement is by including typically func-

tioning classmates into a peer support intervention. Peer relationships for children with a disability have 

been found to support and develop both social and academic skills (Carter, Asmus, & Moss, 2014). Peer 

support intervention is seen as an additional approach to serve the needs of a child with ID. It does not 

replace the support of specialists. The concept of peer support interventions is to enhance learning of 

children with ID in inclusive classrooms by instructing peers on how to support them i.e. simplifying 

communication and instructions, facilitate access to content, help them with practical issues such as 

providing material, etc. One or more chosen peers receive instructions by an educational specialist con-

cerning the assistance of the child with ID. The specialist monitors the intervention and supports both the 

student with ID as well as peers (Carter & Kennedy, 2006).  

Carter and Kennedy (2006) describe the rationale for the peer, role definition of the peer, infor-

mation about the student with ID and the support of the peer as crucial elements for a peer support inter-

vention. The support of the peer is emphasised and includes adapting activities to facilitate participation, 

supporting the achievement of individual goals, giving frequent feedback, acting as a role-model in behav-

iour, communication and interaction (Carter & Kennedy, 2006). Special educators are in charge of most of 

the interventions at the beginning of the peer support intervention. They instruct peers on how to 

interact, when to intervene and what kind of support is needed. Peers then take over more and more tasks 

and as their skills increase, the direct involvement of the special educator decreases. While the peer sup-

port intervention is taking place the student with ID is also supported by a specialist for additional inten-

sive formal support. Being in contact with the student ensures fitting adaptations of content to his or her 

educational needs (Carter & Kennedy, 2006). 

1.6 Rational 

Students are particularly influenced by the learning environment and quality of instruction (Haertel, Wal-

berg, & Weinstein, 1983). Traditional support of specialist can be enriched by peer support interventions. 

Students with ID receive not only help from adults but from peers as well. Being supported by peers 

might have a positive influence on academic engagement of students with ID.  As peer relations were 

found beneficial for the development of social and academic skills of students with ID (Carter, Asmus, & 

Moss, 2014), peer support intervention might enhance their academic engagement. A peer who is closeby 

may respond to a students question and repeat teacher’s information in a simple way adapted to the skills 

and learning capacity of the student with ID. As stated as crucial for learning of students with ID 
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(Hülshoff, 2010). So far there is little evidence whether peer support interventions enhance academic en-

gagement of students with ID.  Therefore peer support for students with ID is focused on in this review.   
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2 Aim 

The aim of this review is to examine the influence of peer support interventions on academic engagement 

of students with an intellectual disability. With a better understanding of the effects of supporting children 

with ID by peers in schools, leaning arrangements can be adapted and their acquisition of knowledge can 

be enhanced. 

2.1 Review questions 

The following questions are answered with this systematic review.  

 Review question I 

What types of peer support interventions have focused on the academic engagement of children 

and youth with an intellectual disability? 

 Review question II 

What are the characteristics of peer support interventions which focus on academic engagement 

of students with ID in the included articles? 

 Review question III 

How is the term academic engagement defined in the included articles?  

 Review question IV  

What was the effect of peer support on the academic engagement of students with ID; did it in-

crease, decrease or stagnate?  
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3 Method 

A systematic literature review contains a systematic search of literature specifically focused on the aim, 

research study selection based on defined criteria, critical analysis and summary of included studies and 

conclusion of the analysed data (Jesson, Matheson, & Lacey, 2011).  

Databases, which include articles with a pedagogic, psychologic or social science background, were 

used for the searching of research articles. Search terms were defined to structure the search. Those words 

were extended by a Thesaurus function, if provided by the database. Hand-searched articles, based on the 

reference list of articles were also undertaken to complete the search. Articles were selected due to the 

matching of inclusion criteria. Thereafter quality appraisal and data extraction of the included articles was 

performed.   

3.1 Databases and search words 

The three main variables for the search were student with ID, peer intervention in a school setting and 

academic engagement. Those terms were extended with related or descriptive search words to specify the 

search. The Thesaurus function was used when provided by the database. It is indicated with 

MAINSUBJECT.EXACT (ProQuest Central & PsycInfo) or DE (ERIC) in front of the topic. By using 

the Thesaurus option, listed related terms are included in the search term. Therefore specific disabilities 

like Down-Syndrome, etc. are included in that function, and not listed separately. On the Science Direct 

and ProQuest Central databases the search words for the target group were specifically searched in the 

abstract. The abbreviation AB in front of a word indicates this function in ProQuest Central. By using an 

asterisk, word fragments could be completed by the databases with different endings, like disab* for disa-

bility, disable or disabled. The term retarded is added even though its current use is discussed controver-

sially. A specialist supported the author in the search process. After running the main search and screening 

the results for title abstract and full-text level, which lead to three included articles, a search focused on 

two of the main authors was performed with CINHAL. A hand search which implied reference of the 

included articles completed the search process.  

 Table 2 provides an overview of databases searched, applied search words and more detailed information 

(i.e. with respect to year, age, etc.).   
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Table 2 Overview databases & search terms 

Database Search Words Article 

 Target group: Students with ID Peer Intervention Academic Achievement  Publ.  

ProQuest 

Central  

2018-04-27 

MAINSUB-

JECT.EXACT("Intellectual disabili-

ties") OR MAINSUB-

JECT.EXACT("Developmental disa-

bilities") OR AB("intellectual disab*") 

OR AB("mental disab*") OR 

AB("cognitive disab*") OR 

AB("developmental disab*") OR 

AB(retard*) 

MAINSUBJECT.EXACT("Peer tu-

toring") OR "Peer Counseling" OR 

“peer counselling” OR buddy OR 

"peer intervention" OR "peer sup-

port" OR "peer to peer" OR “peer 

teaching”  

Engagement OR involvement  NOT 

Autism 

1990-2018 91 

Additional-

ly  

Peer reviewed,  

Scholarly Journals 

English / German  

NOT (families & family life AND 

parents & parenting AND employ-

ment AND family AND pregnancy 

AND bullying AND siblings AND 

drug use AND mothers AND par-

ents AND older people AND autistic 

disorder) 

     

PsycInfo 

2018-04-27 

MAINSUB-

JECT.EXACT("Intellectual Devel-

opment Disorder") OR "intellectual 

MAINSUBJECT.EXACT("Peer 

Counseling") OR MAINSUB-

JECT.EXACT("Peer Tutoring") OR 

MAINSUBJECT.EXACT("Student 

Engagement") OR MAINSUB-

JECT.EXACT("Involvement") OR 

Age 6-18 1990-2018 

 

13 
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disab*" OR "mental disab*" OR 

"cognitive disab*" OR "developmen-

tal disab*" OR retard* 

buddy OR "peer intervention" OR 

"peer support" OR "peer to peer" 

OR “peer teaching”  

"academic engagement" OR "aca-

demic involvement" OR participation  

 

Science 

Direct 

2018-04-27 

(“Intellectua* disab*” OR “mental* 

disab*” OR “cognitive disab*” OR 

“develop* disab* OR retard*) 

AND (“peer tutoring” OR buddy OR 

“peer intervention” OR “peer sup-

port” OR “peer to peer” OR “peer 

counselling”)  

AND (engagement OR involvement) NOT 

ASD 

1990-2018 

 

23 

 Search in Abstract 

intellectua* disab OR “mental* dis-

ab*” OR “cognitive disab*” OR “de-

velop* disab* OR retard* 

Type:  

Data, articles, review articles, research 

articles,  

    

ERIC  

2018-04-27 

DE "Intellectual Disability" OR DE 

"Developmental Delays" OR DE 

"Developmental Disabilities" OR 

“Intellectua* disab*” OR “mental* 

disab*” OR “cognitive disab*” OR 

“develop* disab* OR retard*  

DE "Peer Counseling" OR DE "Peer 

Teaching" OR “peer tutoring” OR 

buddy OR “peer intervention” OR 

“peer support” OR “peer to peer” 

OR “peer counselling” OR "peer 

counseling"  

engagement OR involvement  1990-2018 28 

CINHAL 

Cited refer-

ence search  

2018-05-06 

Search for articles which authors re-

cited E* W* Carter AND C* H* 

Kennedy 

   1990-2018 24 
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3.2 Selection criteria 

Detailed selection criteria narrowed down the immense quantity of articles to the ones which contained 

information for answering the research question. Table 3 shows the inclusion and exclusion criteria for the 

studies selected for this systematic review. The participants of the studies are school-aged children with 

ID between 6 and 18 years old, who are enrolled in an inclusive school program. Children in preschool 

age and older students are excluded from this review. Children within this age, but which were not en-

rolled in a regular school program, but an education program, are excluded as well.  

Table 3 inclusion and exclusion criteria 

Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria 

Population 

Children with a diagnosis of ID from 6 to 18 years 

of age in an inclusive class  

Typically functioning children, children younger 
than 6 or older than 18 with ID, or not enrolled in 
an inclusive class.  

Focus 

Diagnosis in ID (mild to profound), Children with 

ID and comorbid conditions are included 

Children with a ASD diagnosis  

Children with a mental health diagnosis  

Children with only physical or sensory disabilities 

Intervention 

Students with ID must be supported by a peer sup-

port intervention which includes a support from 

one or more peers. 

Other interventions than peer support  

Articles 

Peer-reviewed articles with fitting profile 

between January 1990 and April 2018 

In English and German (first language of author) 

Book (chapters), low quality articles, abstracts, pro-

tocols, theses, other literature 

Articles published before 1990 

Other languages than English or German 

Design 

Quantitative empirical studies  

Qualitative empirical studies 

Mixed methods empirical studies  

Systematic literature reviews 

Non-empirical studies 

 

The disability reaches from a mild (F 70) to a severe intellectual disability (F 73). Children with specific 

syndrome characteristics, like Down-Syndrome, Williams-Beuren-Syndrome, etc. within the spectrum of 

an intellectual disability are focused. Children with a diagnosis in the Autism spectrum are excluded from 

the population. Students with comorbid conditions are included in this study if they are not within an 

ASD. The children with ID must be supported by a peer support intervention which includes a support 

from one or more peers. The supportive peer must receive instructions from a professional. 
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3.3 Selection procedure  

After concluding the search on the four databases, 155 articles were checked for duplicates. 7 duplicates 

were excluded. The articles were then screened first on title and abstract level. Articles that could not be 

excluded on title and abstract level were then screened similarly on full-text level to decide if they are 

matching the inclusion criteria.  

The following figure visualises the study selection procedure.  
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ProQuest Central 
2018-04-27

PsycINFO
 2018-04-27

Science Direct
 2018-04-27

ERIC
 2018-04-27

Databases

23 91 28

155

148 Articles 
Title and Abstract 

Screening 

7 Duplicates 
excluded

24 Articles 
Full-text Screening

124 excluded to 
misfit of 

peer intervention 
(n=47), participants 

(n= 41), study design 
(n=16), setting 

(n=10), outcome 
(n=7), language (n=3)

3 Articles included

21 excluded to misfit 
of 

participants (n= 5), 
study design (n=7), 
outcome (n=7), not 

available online (n=2)

29 Cited reference 
search CINHAL 

2018-05-06
and Hand search

Total 6 articles

4 included

25 excluded to 
misfit of 

duplicates (n=20)
peer intervention 

(n=2), study 
design (n=2), not 
available online 

(n=1)
Total 7 articles

1 exclusion due to 
quality assesment 

 

 Figure 2 Overview search procedure 
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3.3.1 Screening of title and abstract  

Each title and abstracts were screened for matching to the inclusion criteria. The online systematic review 

tool Covidence (2018) was used for facilitating this process. Format (research article, review, book chapter 

etc.) of the article, as well as population and peer intervention, were among the first variables which were 

checked. An article must fulfil all criteria to be included. If one variable was not fitting, the article was ex-

cluded and not further investigated. Out of 148 articles 124 were not applicable with respect to peer inter-

vention (n=47), participants (n= 41), study design (n=16), setting (n=10), outcome (n=7) or language 

(n=3). Usually, more than just one reason for exclusion was found. Articles which only included the title 

were passed on for full-text screening.  

3.3.2 Full-text screening  

The full-text screening was applied to 24 articles. Therefore the articles were screened for the vital varia-

bles population, peer intervention, academic outcome. Articles which did not meet all the inclusion criteria 

were excluded. Mostly the method section was screened first to find important information. Articles with-

out abstracts were screened in full-text to make sure no suitable article was excluded accidentally. Out of 

these 24 full-text articles 21 were excluded, due to wrong population (n=5), wrong study design (n= 7) or 

academic engagement was not focused as outcome (n=7). Two studies were not available online. The 

three remaining studies formed the basis for the hand search. Once again Covidence was used to facilitate 

the process. It provided a clear overview.  

3.3.3 Hand-search 

Due to a small number of included articles after full-text screening an intensive hand search was made.  

The database CINHAL was used to search for articles which cited the authors E* W* Carter AND C* H* 

Kennedy, which were identified as experts in peer support interventions. Furthermore, reference lists of 

included articles were searched for further articles. 29 additional articles were found and the process of 

title, abstract and full-text screening was applied. Articles which were found by CHINAL included 20 arti-

cles already found in the previous search. They were excluded as duplicates. Five other studies were ex-

cluded due to lack of peer intervention, misfit of study design or online inaccessibility. Four additional 

articles were included after hand-search.  

3.3.4 Quality assessment 

Various aspects have to be considered to ensure high level quality. All selected articles include quantitative 

studies. Therefore the content of the Quantitative Research Assessment Tool for quantitative studies of 

the Child Care & Early Education Research Connections (CCEERC, 2013) was used to assess the quality 

of the articles. Due to the purpose and the focus group of this review the original tool needed to be 

adapted, e.g. question about the population were substituted by the description of the population and the 

questions were reworded. More questions and the structure of the qualitative tool of the Critical Appraisal 

Skill Programme (CASP, 2018) have been added. CASP uses the three options Yes, No and Can’t tell. The 

complete adapted tool for assessing the quality of the articles for this study can be found in the appendix. 
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To simplify the process of adaptation to the literature review additional questions were cooperated in the 

same scale. A Yes answer is scored with 1 point, No with -1 and Can’t tell with 0 point. The overall score 

is 13. Articles with a score between 10 and 13 are rated as of high quality. Middle quality article reach a 

score between 5 and 9 points. Articles with four points or less are seen as low quality. The quality assess-

ment was applied on articles after full text reading. One article had to be excluded, after quality appraisal, 

even though of good overall quality its lack in clear definition of the results led to the exclusion. All in-

cluded articles are of high quality. In five of the six articles a very broad description of ethical considera-

tions are critiqued.  

Due to the topic of this review, the participants are not chosen randomly but purposively select-

ed. Students with ID and their typically functioning peers chosen by the students themselves or the teach-

ers are included. The number of children with ID within a typical school district is often rather small. 

Therefore even studies with a small number of participants are included. The influence of peer support on 

academic achievement and involvement is the main topic of this review. Consequently, the assessment of 

the situation before and after the intervention is essential. Pre- and post-tests have to be performed to 

carefully measure the performance and involvement of the students with ID in class. With the evaluation 

and comparison of the data, the effect of a peer support intervention can be measured.  

3.3.5 Additional reviewer  

The author was supported for this review by two colleagues from Jönköping University. During the selec-

tion process, suitably of two articles due to inclusion & exclusion criteria was discussed with one col-

league. Another colleague double checked the applied methods of all included articles during the quality 

assessment.  

3.4 Data analysis  

A qualitative content data analysis is performed to extract the data from the included articles. 

Furthermore, a quantitative analysis concerning the effect on academic engagement was executed.  

The qualitative content data analysis investigates information in the articles in order to understand 

their content. (Krippendorff, 2013). Phrases and words, which bear meaning and contribute information 

to answer the research questions, are defined (Graneheim &Lundman, 2003). These phrases and words 

are labelled with a code e.g. “the student was moved so that he or she sat next to the peer” (Shukla, Ken-

nedy, Cushing, 1998) was labelled with Seated close proximity. Due to the coding, patterns appear and the 

codes are then arranged in categories. Every category can contain several sub-categories, depending on the 

detailing structure (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004). The categories are based on the variables of the re-

search question. Based on the content of the articles the subcategories emerged. Quantity and diversity of 

the codes and categories emphasise main elements of all articles. The coding process allows an in-depth 

view on the data and it reveals relations between the different categories (Willamson, 2002). Based on the 

revealed results the data can be compared and interpreted. A Study Identification Number (SIN) from I to 

VI was given to each study.  
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Codes were collected in an Excel-sheet. This allows a good overview and a flexible arrangement 

of the data. This document contains the categories and subcategories: Reference, Title incl. Subtitle, Au-

thor, Year, Country, Included/Excluded, Reason for Exclusion, Aim, Research question, Key words, 

Overall population, Population with ID, Number of participants with ID, Initials, Gender, Diagnostic 

tool, Age, Grade/class, Peers Initial, Description, Gender, Age, Grade/class, Specific class of peer inter-

vention, Control group, Specialists, Peer Support Content, Arrangements, Academic engagement general 

definition, Academic engagement tool, Individual outcome, general outcome, Intervention, Intervention 

duration, Language, Peer-reviewed, Quantitative/Qualitative/mixed suitable?, Aim/research question 

clearly stated?, adequate method for question/aim?, good description of participants?, good description of 

intervention?, Study design, Existing Control group, Follow up (pre and post assessment), Are the means 

and standard deviations/standard errors/range for all the numeric variables presented?, Appropriateness 

of Statistical Techniques?, Is missing data, is it recorded/discussed? Clear statement of findings?, Ethical 

considerations and Quality Assessment. 

 All of the included articles contain quantitative studies. Due to low numbers of the participants in 

each study and the quality of the articles the results of each student are stated individually. This allowed a 

rearranging and comparison of the results for the quantitative analysis of this review.  The mean of aca-

demic engagement of each student was grouped firstly according to the type of intervention and secondly 

according to the severity of the ID (F 70 – 73). Mean and Standard Deviation of each group were calcu-

lated and are presented in table 9 Comparison of outcome. Limitations of the validity of the results are 

stated in the chapter discussion.  
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4 Results 

Six peer-reviewed empirical articles about peer interventions of children with ID are included in the review. The articles were published between 1990 and April 2018. 

4.1 Description of the selected articles 

Table 4 Overview included articles 

SIN Authors Title  Participants Age/Grade Peer support  Class Quality  

I Carter, E., Sisco, 
L., Melekoglu, M., 
& Kurkowski, C. 
(2007). 

Peer Supports as an Alternative to 
Individually Assigned 
Paraprofessionals in Inclusive High 
School Classrooms 

Students (n = 4) with moderate (F 71, 
n= 3) to severe ID (F 72, n=1) and their 
peers (n=4) which take part in a peer 
support invention  

15 to 18 years  
9th to 12th 
grade 

Individual peer 
support 
One to one  

Science 
(Biology) 
Art (Ceramics) 

High 
13/13 

II McDonnell, J. M., 
Thorson, N., Al-
len, C., & Mathot-
Buckner, C.(2000). 

The effects of partner learning 
during spelling for students with 
severe disabilities and their peers. 

Students (n=3) with moderate ID (F 72) 
and their peers (n=3), all included in a 
class-wide peer tutoring intervention 

 4th to 5th grade 
 

Class-wide 
partner learn-
ing  

Spelling Class High 
12/13 

III Mortweet, S. L., 
Utley, C. A., Walk-
er, D., Dawson, H. 
L., & al, e. (1999). 

Classwide peer tutoring: Teaching 
students with mild mental retarda-
tion in inclusive classrooms 

Students with mild ID (F 70, n=4) and 
their peers (n=4) with low and high 
achievements in spelling, which take part 
in a peer support invention 

8 to 10 years  
2nd to 3rd grade 

Class-wide  
Peer tutoring  
(CWPT) 
One to one  

Spelling Class High 
11/13 

IV Shukla, S., Kenne-
dy, C. H., Cushing, 
L. S. (1998). 

Adult Influence on the Participa-
tion of Peers Without Disabilities 
in Peer Support Programs 

Students (n=3) with moderate (F 71, 
n=1 ) and profound disabilities (F 73, 
n= 2) and their c or below c level-peers 
(n=3), which take part in a peer support 
invention 

12 to 14 years  Individual peer 
support 
One to one 

Music,  
Mathematics,  
English 
 

High 
11/13 

V Carter, Erik W., 
Cushing, Lisa S., 
Clark, Nitasha M., 
& Kennedy, Craig 
H. (2005). 

Effects of Peer Support Interven-
tions on Students' Access to the 
General Curriculum and Social 
Interactions 

Students (n=3) with moderate ID (F 71, 
n=1) and ASD and their peers (n=2), 
which take part in a peer support inven-
tion 

17 years Individual peer 
support 
Two to one  

English High 
11/13 

VI McDonnell, J. M., 
Mathot-Buckner, 
C., Thorson, N., & 
Fister, S. (2001). 

Supporting the inclusion of stu-
dents with moderate and severe 
disabilities in junior high school 
general education classes: The ef-
fects of classwide peer tutoring, 
multi-element curriculum, and ac-
commodations 

3 students with mild (F 70, n=1) to 
moderate (F 71, n= 2) ID, and 3 stu-
dents without disabilities and their peers 
(n=12) all included in a class-wide peer 
tutoring intervention 

13 to 15 years  
7th and 9th 
grade  

Class-wide  
Peer tutoring  
(CWPT) 
Two to one 

Pre-Algebra, 
Physical Edu-
cation  
History 

High 
12/13 
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Six studies met the inclusion criteria for this systematic review. All six were quantitative designs, specifical-

ly multiple baseline designs and all were conducted in the USA. All forms of ID as described by ICD-10 

are covered by the included studies. However, a majority of the students in the included studies had a 

moderate ID. The studies included in total 18 students out of which five had mild ID (F 70), ten with 

moderate ID (F 71), one had severe ID (F 72) and two students profound ID (F 73). As expected the 

numbers of participants per study are between one and four students which is rather low. One study (V) 

included participants with ASD as well in addition to students with ID. Only the data of the students with 

ID within this article, are included. Students between the ages of 8 and 18 took part in the peer support 

interventions. A majority of the studies focused on students in secondary schools (I, IV, V, VI). Only 

27,8% of the participants are male.  

4.1.1 Peer support interventions in the studies concerning review question I & II 

The following two tables (5 & 6) provide an overview of types and characteristics of peer support. The 

studies are marked with the SIN and individual participants within each study are represented by the let-

ters A to D. Table 5 also contains information about the outcome of peer support interventions, which is 

discussed in Chapter 4.1.3 Outcome of academic engagement concerning review question IV.  

The articles included four different types of peer support intervention; 1) individual peer support 

with one peer, 2) individual support with two peers, 3) class-wide peer support with one peer and 4) class-

wide peer support with two peers. In the tables 5 & 6 the interventions and the peers included in the in-

tervention are listed separately, which facilitates comparison. 

Individual peer support with one peer 

Within an individual peer support intervention with one peer, the student with ID is supported by a typi-

cally functioning peer. The intervention is supervised by a specialist (teacher, special needs teacher, other 

professional) and limited to the duo. As described in chapter 1.5 Peer support intervention, the peer sup-

ports learning and participation of the student with ID in inclusive classrooms by giving feedback, simpli-

fy communication, working together in group tasks or assignment. Specific characteristics which are in-

cluded in the intervention are listed in table 6.  

Individual peer support with two peers 

This intervention differentiates to the Individual peer support with one peer only by the number of peers. 

Two peers are sharing the task of the support.  

Class-wide peer support with one peer 

In a class-wide intervention, all students of the class are included in the intervention. All students of the 

class are grouped in pairs to support each other in a specific class or task (see table 6). The intervention is 

used as a method of teaching and is not limited to the student with ID and one peer. All of class-wide 

peer interventions within this review include reciprocal learning and teaching. The roles alternated within 

the intervention.  
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Class-wide peer support with two peers 

This intervention differs to Class-wide peer support with one peer only by the number of peer and the 

roles within the triads.  

Table 5 participants, peer intervention & outcome 

SIN I II III IV V VI 

Students with ID A B C D A B C A B C D A B C A A B C 

Distribution 

of disabilities  

F 70        X X X X     X   

F 71  X X X X X X       X X  X X 

F 72 X                  

F 73            X X      

Gender male X          X X   X X   

female  X X X X X X X X X   X X   X X 

Peer support  Individual X X X X        X X X X    

Class-wide      X X X X X X X     X X X 

1 peer  X X X X    X X X X X X X     

2 peers     X X X        X X X X 

Class/Subject Biology X X X                

Art (Ceramics)    X               

Spelling      X X X X X X X        

Music (Piano)            X       

Math/Pre-Algebra             X   X   

English              X X    

PE                  X  

History                   X 

Academic engagement: Outcome 

Increase (+) or Decrease (-) in % 

+
2
0
,2

 

+
1
2
.7

 

+
1
,2

 

+
4
6
,2

 

+
3
6
 

+
5
1
 

+
1
0
 

+
5
1
 

+
5
9
 

+
5
5
 

+
5
8
 

0
 

+
1
3
 

+
1
8
 

+
1
5
* 

+
2
7
,4

 

+
3
7
 

+
5
8
,4

 

* Difference between one or two peer students 
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Table 6 Types & Characteristics of peer support interventions 

SIN I II III IV V VI 

T
yp

es
 

Individual peer support   X   X X  

Class-wide peer tutoring (CWPT)  X X   X 

One peer  X  X X   

Two peers   X   X X 

P
ee

r 
S
u
p

p
o

rt
 C

h
ar

ac
te

ri
st

ic
s 

Monitoring  by professional X X X X X X 

Feedback for peer (specialist) X X X X X X 

Specialist provide additional help /answer questions X X X X X X 

Training for peers  X X X   

Rational for peer X    X  

Peer role definition X X X    

Information about student with ID X      

Seated close proximity   X  X X X  

Enhancing communication /interaction X   X X  

Academic support (additional pair work, sharing material, adapting assign-

ments) 
X   X X  

Supporting engagement in class activities X   X X  

Giving feedback/advice  X X X X X X 

Own tasks as priory X      

Fading back direct adult support X      

When to get help from specialist X   X   

Behavioural role model   X X X  

Limited to one subject/class X X X X X X 

Working together more than 3 x a week X  X X   

Selected peer (voluntary bases) X X     

Randomly selected peer (occasional  adaptation )   X    

Reward provided   X    

Roles rotating  X X   X 

Training of specialists  X X  X X 

Checklist provided for specialist   X    

 

Three studies use an individual peer support approach (I, IV, V) and three implement a class-wide peer 

support intervention (II, III, VI). Three studies (I, III, IV) examine the effect of peer support intervention 

on academic engagement with a one to one peer setting. The other three (II, V, VI) focused on the influ-
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ence on academic engagement when two peers are involved. In all studies, peer support intervention was 

limited to one subject only. 

Concerning class-wide peer support, two studies (II, III) focused on spelling class, one study (VI) 

included the subjects Physical Education, History and Pre-Algebra. The peers worked in dyads (III, VI) or 

triads (II). As all class-wide peer intervention include alternation of roles, the students with ID fulfilled the 

position of a tutor and tutee. Within triads (II) the role of an observer was added.  

In the studies with an individual peer support approach, the intervention was limited to the stu-

dent with ID and one (I, IV) or two selected peers (V). The students with ID just receive support from 

their peers and roles were not switched. The individual peer support intervention focused on the special 

needs of the student with ID. Student and peer were seated next to each other to facilitate academic sup-

port and communication which were core concepts of individual peer support interventions (I, IV, V).  

Academic support included adapting assignments, working together in group tasks and providing material.  

In addition engagement in class activities and the importance of the peers acting as a behavioural role 

model (IV, V) were emphasized.  

All studies included the support of professionals for peers which included feedback and monitor-

ing, and additional help as needed. Supplementary to these common aspects, some of the studies provided 

a training for the peers (II, III, IV), role definition (I, II, III) and information about the student (I) for the 

peers.  

In order to facilitate implementation of peer support interventions for specialist (Teachers, Spe-

cial Educators, Paraprofessionals) training was provided (II, III, V, VI). One study (III) included a check-

list for a better overview.  

4.1.2 Academic engagement concerning review question III 

Definitions of academic engagement that were found in the articles are summarised in the following table.  

Table 7 definitions of academic engagement  

SIN I II III IV V VI 

D
ef

in
it

io
n

s 
A

ca
d

em
ic

 
E

n
ga

ge
-

m
en

t 
 

Attending class activities (non specified) X X X X X X 

Engagement in (class or individual) assignments X X X X X X 

Following instructions X X   X X 

Using material in task appropriate manner X X    X 

Response to curriculum (verbally, physically) X X X   X 

Writing related to curriculum X X X  X X 

Reading related to curriculum X X X  X X 

Asking questions about  ongoing  curriculum X      

 

Two studies (II, VI) refer to the definition by Greenwood, Carta, Kamps & Delquadri (1993), which de-

scribed academic engagement, includes appropriate reaction to class activities or assignments including 
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communication, using material, writing reading, etc. related to them. Other studies describe the concept 

academic engagement in relation to their intervention (I, III, V). Broader and more general phrases like 

attending ongoing class activities or engaging in individual assignments are used in all six studies. Five out 

of six studies (I, II, III, V, VI) add descriptive activities like writing and reading related to curriculum. Sev-

eral points include interaction in class, i.e. following instructions (I, II, V, VI) and response to curriculum 

(I, II, III, VI). Communication is not limited to speaking; non-verbal communication and signs are includ-

ed. One study (I) emphasized asking class-related question as part of active engagement. Using material, 

like computers, tools, etc. in a task-appropriate manner (I, II, VI) is another characteristic of being actively 

engaged. One study (V) used the term “contact with general curriculum” (V, p. 17) to define students’ 

academic engagement in class.  

4.1.3 Outcome of academic engagement concerning review question IV  

All individual changes in academic engagement as an outcome of peer support intervention are summa-

rised in table 5. Every student (A to D in each study) is listed with his or her results. All results are based 

on the definition of academic engagement as defined by each author and assessed by the applied observa-

tion tools. A Momentary time sampling procedure is used to observe the students behaviour in class. 

Some of the studies mentioned standardised observation tools, like NCENT (Carta et al., 1992) (III) or 

MS-CISSAR (Carta, Greenwood, Schulte, Arreaga-Mayer, Terry, 1990) (II, VI), as a base for their individ-

ualised tools, which were not further explained. An increase of academic engagement is marked with a 

plus. A minus identifies a decrease of academic engagement and zero its stagnation.  The span of results 

ranges from 0 to + 59 % (M: +32,6 % SD: 20,5 %).  

Out of 18 students, for two students (I, IV) none or only a minor difference (0 and +1,2) was 

stated. Another two students (I, II) increased academic engagement between 10 % and 20 % as well as 

two others (I, VI) between 20% and 30%.  Increase between 30% and 40% was stated for another two 

students (II, VI). One student increased academic engagement for 46,2 %(I).  Six students achieved an 

increase of academic engagement of more than 50% (II, III, VI). Study III had the highest percentage in-

crease with more than 50% of all four participants.  

The following table contains mean and standard deviation of the different types of peer support 

interventions and forms of ID.  
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Table 8 Comparison of outcome 

  Participants M in % SD 

Types of peer sup-

port 

all 17 32,6 20,5 

Individual peer support 7 15,9 14,3 

Class-wide peer support 10 44,3 15,5 

One peer 10 30,4 21,4 

Two peers 6 36,6 15,7 

Forms of ID F 70 7 49,7 8,9 

F 71 9 30,1 17,4 

F 72 1 20,2 0 

F 73 2 6.5 6.5 

Included in the comparison of different types of peer support are the results of 17 students of five studies. 

The results of study V were excluded as it compares the effect of peer support with one peer and peer 

support with two peers. The overall mean of academic engagement is 32,6 %. In class-wide peer support 

the students achieved with a mean of 44,3 % the greatest improvement in academic engagement. Individ-

ual peer support had a smaller difference in improvement with 15,9%. The difference between peer sup-

port with one or two peers are minor with a mean of 30,4 % and 36,6% progress. Study V examined the 

difference in peer support with one or two students and stated an improvement of 15% in academic en-

gagement with two peers compared to support provided by one peer.  

In comparison over different studies, the mean of students with mild ID (F 70) is + 49,7% followed 

by students with moderate ID (F 71) with a progress of mean 30,1%.  The academic engagement of one 

student with severe ID (F 72) increased 20,2%. One of two students with profound disability showed no 

difference between peer support and baseline. For the other student with profound ID, an increase of 

13% in academic engagement was stated.  
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5 Discussion  

In this chapter, the review results are discussed with respect to the review questions.  

5.1 Review question 1  

What types of peer support interventions have focused on the academic engagement of children 

and youth with an intellectual disability? 

Only six studies were found that focused on peer support interventions for children and youth with ID 

with academic engagement as an outcome. In these studies four different types of peer support interven-

tions were identified due to the analysis of the included articles: Individual peer support for only the stu-

dent with ID supported by one selected peer, individual peer support for only the student with ID sup-

ported by two selected peers and class-wide peer tutoring intervention with each one or two peers. In the 

included articles, the four different types are equally represented. Each type was carried out in one class. 

All kinds of classes are included in the studies. Due to the focus on two studies (II, III) on spelling class 

and two others (IV, V) which included peer support intervention in English class the language focused 

classes have a narrow majority.  

 Within the studies, peer support interventions are limited to one class, probably due to practical 

reasons of data collection. Taking into account the positive results of peer support intervention on aca-

demic engagement (See table 5 and chapter 5.4 Review question IV) the interventions can be extended to 

more than one class. A variety of classes are included in the studies (see table 5). As strong evidence for 

the influence of academic engagement on academic achievement were found (DiPerna, Volpe and Elliott, 

2002), peer support should be implemented in classes where students with ID need more support. In 

practice, the intervention can be adapted to the functions and skills of the student with ID.  

 Due to the good result of the studies (See table 5 and chapter 5.4 Review question IV) it might be 

assumed that paraprofessionals are no longer needed and their support can be replaced by peer support. 

The importance and role of specialist and paraprofessionals within a peer support intervention is empha-

sised (I, V). Nevertheless, direct adult support can be reduced or better said redistributed. And teachers 

support can be used were needed the most (III).  

As a result of the data analysis, it is seen that students with severe or profound ID are underrepre-

sented in the studies. Only one student with severe ID (I) and two students with profound ID (IV) were 

participating in the studies. In general, a clear lack of studies focussing on peer support interventions on 

students with ID can be stated. Specifically students with severe or profound disability need to be includ-

ed in research projects to for examining their needs in peer support interventions and inclusive classrooms 

to encourage the highest level of “social integration and individual development” (UN, 1989, §3).  

Furthermore, a qualitative evaluation of peer support interventions is needed, which includes the 

voice of the students with ID as well as their peers.  
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5.2 Review question II 

What are characteristics of peer support interventions which focus on academic engagement of 

students with ID in the included articles? 

First it needs to be emphasised that peer support is seen as an additional aid to enhance academic en-

gagement in inclusive class. It is not seen as a substitute for tuition of professionals. Therefore the special-

ists play an essential role in the peer support intervention. All interventions of the studies included feed-

back, monitoring, and additional help for peer by a specialist. Training for the peers (II, III, IV), a role 

definition (I, II, III) and information about the student (I) should enable the peer to support a student 

with ID. Moreover, an emphasis on communication and student’s access to information was found. This 

includes enhancing communication and interaction (I, IV, V) and information about the student’s com-

munication (I) as well as seating in close proximity (I, III, IV, V) and academic support (I, IV, V). Aca-

demic support might target ICF-CY activities which include Applying knowledge (d 160 - d 179) like how 

to enhance students Attentions focus (d 160) or academic skills like Reading (d 166) and Writing (d 170).  

Information about the students’ way of communication might include data from ICF-CY (WHO, 

2007) about his or her body structure e.g. s 320 Structure of mouth, body functions e.g. b 126 Tempera-

ment and personality functions or b 156 Perceptual functions which includes auditory and visual percep-

tion and b 164 Higher-level cognitive functions. Communication as a main topic is found in activities and 

includes student’s skill as communication receiver (d 310 – d 329) and sender (d 330 – d 349). Giving 

feedback can be labelled as a core concept therefor it is found in all studies. Another main focus of aca-

demic engagement lays in facilitating participation in class (I, IV, V). Therefore engagement in class activi-

ties (I, IV, V) and providing the student with a behaviour role model (III, IV, V) are listed, additionally to 

the enhancement of communication between student and other peers (I, IV, V).  

 Only one study (I) included the peers’ own task as a priority. Priority of own tasks might be in-

cluded in peer role definition (II, III) or training and instruction for peer (II, III, IV) but it is not stated 

specifically in any other studies. Clarification on this aspect might be examined in further research. Peers 

should focus on fulfilling their own assignments and academic achieving first. Health and well-being of all 

participants should be focused in a peer support intervention. Finding a good balance between helping 

and supporting a student with ID and focusing on own tasks might be challenging for some peers. Work-

load and pressure on peers need to be monitored by specialist carefully, and feedback concerning respon-

sibility about tasks of each member of the intervention need to be included to prevent peers shouldering 

too much responsibility.   
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5.3 Review question III 

How is the term academic engagement defined in the included articles?  

All studies included a definition of academic engagement. The phrase attending class activities and en-

gagement in class or individual assignments in their definition of academic engagement was used by all 

authors. Except for one study (IV) further detail, like specific behaviour in the definition are added. Be-

haviour like following instruction (I, II,V,VI), using material in task appropriate manner (I, II, VI), re-

sponse to curriculum either in verbally or physically (I, II, III, VI) as well as reading and writing related to 

curriculum (I, II, III, V, VI). Only one study stressed asking questions about the ongoing curriculum. No 

more information can be found about the inclusion of asking questions in verbal response to curriculum. 

The difference between attending and being engaged, as emphasised by Imms and Granlund (2014), was 

made in all studies. Active behaviour like writing, reading, speaking, communicating with signs etc. was 

emphasized. By stating the difference between physical attendance and active engagement, evokes the 

awareness that presence does not consequently lead to engagement (Wehmeyer, Lattin, Lapp-Rincker & 

Agran, 2003).  

Overall most of the studies define academic engagement due to their own purpose. A more detail 

definition about academic engagement and especially a harmonised use of the definition might facilitate 

comparing and generalizing data from different studies. Due to more detailed pictures about facilitators 

and barriers of peer support, interventions themselves might be improved and academic engagement of 

students with ID enhanced. Due to the international use of ICF-CY as a classification model, description 

of activities, participation as well as behaviour (body function) might be used as a basis for further defin-

ing the concept of academic engagement.  A clear definition of academic engagement and description of 

students’ behaviour in various cognitive skills might facilitate access to common curriculum for students 

with profound ID. Especially the limitation in communication might be challenging for taking part in class 

and group activities. Therefore response to curriculum could be enriched with the ICF-CY (WHO, 2007) 

descriptions of student’s communication as a receiver (d 310 – d 329), specifically if no verbal language is 

used.  D 3150 Communicating with - receiving - body gestures, d 3151 Communicating with - receiving - 

general signs and symbols or d 320 Communicating with - receiving - formal sign language messages 

might be applicable. This will enable specialist to observe if students with profound ID are actively en-

gaged, which should allow improvement of interventions and therefore enhances academic engagement 

and eventually academic outcome. 

5.4 Review question IV  

What was the effect of peer support on the academic engagement of students with ID; did it in-

crease, decrease or stagnate? 

The majority of participants in all studies showed an increase in academic engagement. Generalisation of 

results is limited due to the small number of studies and little number of participants within the studies, 



Enhancement of academic engagement of students with ID using peer support interventions 

Ramona Eberli  28 

 

different length and execution of each intervention and especially to the application of different defini-

tions and measurement tools.  Mean and Standard Deviation of academic engagement was calculated for 

the type of intervention and the severity of the ID (F 70 – 73). Considering functions, skills and IQ, as 

described in the definition of ICD-10 (F 70-73), and live age of typically functioning children, no calcula-

tion concerning age were made, as the comparison of disabilities seemed more meaningful.  

 The results of the studies are consistently positive. Out of 18 students only one students’ (IV) 

academic engagement stagnated. Another student’s (I) academic increased only by 1,2%. Another two 

students (I, II) showed a progress between 10 % and 20 %. This means that more than ¾ increased in 

academic engagement between 20% and 58,4%. Distinctively are two irregularities in the comparison of 

different groups. While comparing the four types of peer support (see table 6) a difference in the results of 

individual peer support and class-wide peer support is noticeable.  The mean of individual peer support 

increase in academic engagement is 15,9% (SD: 14,3), while the mean of class-wide peer support  increase 

is 44,3% (SD: 15,5). The difference might occur due to different measurement tools. Further research is 

needed to examine if class-wide peer support interventions might be more effective to enhance academic 

engagement of students with ID. Especially the reciprocal learning and teaching aspect as described in 

class-wide peer support interventions need to be further investigated.  The alternation of roles with ful-

filling the position of a tutor and tutee within the intervention might have a positive influence on students’ 

academic engagement. Second a difference in the results of students with different forms of ID is salient. 

Students with more serious forms of ID (F 72 & F 73) show less academic engagement than students with 

a mild (F 70) or moderate (F 71) form. Results decrease from 49,7 % (SD: 8,9) to 6,5% (SD: 6,5). The 

small number of results leads to no clear statement. Further research needs to clarify these findings.  

 Even if not focused particularly, academic engagement of the peers in the studies shall be men-

tioned briefly. Four articles (II, III, IV, VI) included academic engagement of peers in their studies. An 

increase of academic engagement of all peers is stated in two of the studies (II, III). In the two other stud-

ies (IV, VI) two of three peers showed an increase of academic engagement during peer support interven-

tion. In each case, one of the peers showed no significant difference.   
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6 Method & limitation 

In consideration of the quality of this review, a few difficulties and limitations need to be stated.  

For describing intellectual disabilities, peer support intervention and academic engagement vari-

ous terms are used in research. This generates difficulties in finding the focused target group.  A large va-

riety of search terms was used for this review to address this problem. In one database (ERIC) the insert-

ed search terms reached the maximum limit of the search words provided by the database. Due to that the 

search might have been limited. Furthermore, in hand search the term general curriculum appeared in 

connection to the inclusion of students with ID in inclusive classes. This term could have been further 

examined for further search.  

The quality of the articles is high and individual results of pre- and post-tests are provided for 

each participant. This allowed comparison of more aspects like focussing on different disability within the 

studies. Nevertheless, no generalisation of the results can be made due to the small number of partici-

pants. The significance of the numeric results is limited.  

The authors Carter, Kennedy and McDonnell are involved in two studies each. This might have 

influenced the definition of peer support interventions (Carter, I, V, & Kennedy IV, V) and academic en-

gagement (McDonnell, II, VI).   

Comorbidity with behavioural difficulties was not assessed. Therefore, the influence of behaviour 

on the outcome of the peer support intervention is not evaluated. Behavioural difficulties might have an 

influence on communication and relationships between the student with ID and his or her peer. Academic 

engagement might have been influenced by the ID of the students, by possible behavioural difficulties or 

other sources.  

 Considering the selection process of this review, only two articles were discussed with a colleague. 

The inclusion of colleagues in the whole selection process would have further raised the quality of this 

review. As part of the quality assessment, the applied methods in the articles were checked by another col-

league of Jönköping University. The author included a second opinion due to own limitation in knowledge 

about research techniques and methods.   
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7 Future research 

Five main topics require further research; 1) the difference between class-wide peer support and individual 

peer support and their influence on academic engagement, 2) the influence of peer support on academic 

engagement of students with different forms of ID and 3) data from other countries than USA are needed 

to investigate the suitability of peer support in different school systems, 4) qualitative data and 5) the voice 

of the children.  

The results of the data analysis lead towards the impression that class-wide peer support interven-

tions are more effective to enhance academic engagement of students with ID. All class-wide peer support 

interventions include alternation of roles. Clarity in needed in regard to the aspect of a class-wide ap-

proach or the inclusion of reciprocal learning and teaching are determining. The alternation of roles and 

the aspect of teaching other students, need to be further investigated. A direct comparison of individual 

peer support and class-wide peer support both with and without alternating roles might clarify these ques-

tions.  

Students with severe or profound ID are underrepresented in the studies. Only one student with 

severe ID (I) and two students with profound ID (IV) were participating in the studies. There is a lack of 

research on children and youth with a profound ID (F 73). The results of this review show that students 

with more serious forms of ID (F 72 & F 73) were observed as less academically engaged in comparisons 

to the students with mild (F 70) or moderate (F 71) ID. Results drop with increasing severity of the ID. 

Due to the lack of a common definition of academic achievement and assessment tool the results are not 

significant. Furthermore, the small number of participants allows no generalization of the results. 

Nevertheless, further research can investigate the applicability of peer support on different forms of ID. 

Further studies which include more students with all forms of ID could bring more clarity in suitable 

types of peer support intervention with enhancing academic engagement.  

All of the included studies are from the USA and therefore conducted for the American school sys-

tem. Many school systems all over the world differ from the American System. Therefore further studies 

should include a wider variety of school systems to determine the efficiency of peer support intervention 

on academic engagement on students with ID.  

No qualitative study matched with the inclusion criteria of this review. Qualitative studies are need-

ed to investigate which characteristics of peer support intervention are especially beneficial for enhancing 

academic engagement of students with ID. Therefore communication between peer and student as well as 

the influence of specialist’ actions like giving feedback, providing examples and knowledge should be in-

cluded. Furthermore, the adaptation of academic content to students with ID’ learning needs to be 

focused. How do peers communicate and simplify content to adapt to the skills, speed and learning capac-

ity (Hülshoff, 2010) of the students with ID?  

Moreover, the voice of the children and youth needs to be included. The experience and perceived 

change in academic engagement lack in the studies. Nilsson, et al. (2013) stresses the importance of in-
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cluding different approaches to gain access to a child’s opinion. By the use of various forms of 

communication, children can state their opinion and influence processes within the environment (Nilsson, 

et al., 2013). Alternative forms of communication such as pictures, signs and gestures as well as picto-

grams have to be adapted to the skills of the students to be able to gain information.  
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8 Conclusion  

This review aimed at examining the influence of peer support on academic engagement of pupils with 

mild to profound ID (F 70 -73).  

Four types of peer support intervention could be identified such as Individual peer support with 

one peer, Individual peer support with two peers, Class-wide peer support with one peer and Class-wide 

peer support with two peers. All forms (F 70 – 73) of ID were included in the studies, even though the 

number of the participants, especially of those with severe (F 72, n=1) and profound (F 73 n=2) ID, is 

small. All types of peer support include feedback, monitoring, and additional help for peer by a specialist 

in their interventions. Furthermore, an emphasis on communication between student and his or her access 

to information is prominent. Therefore the enhancement of interaction, communication and academic 

tasks are focused.  

Different definitions of academic engagement were examined in this review. The determination 

of attending class activities and being actively engaged in class or individual assignments was a similarity in 

all definitions. Except one study all of them defined academic engagement in more detail and mostly in 

connection to the class activities which were included in the peer support intervention. Observation tools 

were adapted to each definition of academic engagement. As a consequence, the results of the different 

studies are hardly comparable or easy to combine. 

Strong evidence for a positive effect of peer support on academic engagement of students with 

different forms of ID was found. It has to be stated that all studies show an increase in academic engage-

ment. More than ¾ of the students’ academic engagement increases between 20 % and 58, 4%. On aver-

age students were 32,6% more engaged than without peer support. Differences, which require further re-

search, are found for individual support and class-wide peer support as well as for the different severities 

of ID. The tendency of a salient smaller increase of academic engagement of student with severe (F 72) 

and profound ID (F 73) needs to be specially emphasised.  

  In addition to the positive results on academic engagement of the students with ID more factors, 

such as positive effects on academic engagement of peers as well as better use of time and support of spe-

cialist, recommend the implementation of peer support in inclusive classrooms.   
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