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Abstract 
Friendships are central to children’s development and well-being, but children with intellectual and 
developmental disabilities who have complex communication needs are at risk of social isolation. This 
qualitative study used methods informed by grounded theory to investigate the nature of how elementary-
age children without disabilities described the experience of friendship and the dynamics of friendship 
development with their friends with and without complex communication needs. Sixteen children 
participated in semi-structured interviews. Each indicated they were friends with one of four children who 
received special education services under categories of autism and/or intellectual disability and was learning 
to use aided augmentative and alternative communication (AAC). Interviews were structured to hear each 
child talk separately about two different friendships: (a) one with any friend they chose and (b) one with 
the friend with complex communication needs who was learning to use aided AAC. Findings included the 
development of a model to conceptualize the substance and development of these friendships. Findings 
also highlighted how children’s experiences of friendship with the friend with complex communication 
needs intersected with how they experienced, talked about, and made meaning of their friend’s disability. 
Implications for research and practice discuss potential pathways for promoting friendships in schools. 

Keywords 
autism, intellectual disability, friendship, augmentative and alternative communication (AAC), peer 
relationships 

Positive peer relationships—particularly reciprocal friendships—have critical roles in promoting overall 
well-being and development (Bukowski et al., 1998; Rubin et al., 2009). Different factors may explain why 
children with reciprocal friendships are more likely to flourish. High-quality friendships are associated with 
a stronger sense of belonging (Williams & Downing, 1998), stronger feelings of self-worth and adjustment 
(Franco & Levitt, 1998), increased happiness (Holder & Coleman, 2009), and decreased peer victimization 
(Hodges et al., 1999). Children receive social support from friends, such as intimacy, companionship, emo-
tional support, and increased social capital (Bukowski et al., 1998; Rubin et al., 2009). Furthermore, chil-
dren’s friendships have a cascading effect on social-emotional, cognitive, and language development, 
providing opportunities to acquire skills that impact functioning across the life span (Bukowski et al., 1998). 
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Taken together, research has revealed that relating well with peers is one of the most important developmen-
tal tasks of childhood (Rubin et al., 2009; Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000). 

Although scholars have debated over precise definitions, there is still considerable agreement on what 
constitutes friendship (Bukowski & Sippola, 2005; Rubin et al., 2009). These core elements relate to the 
characteristics of friendships (e.g., reciprocal in nature and stable across time) and the functions that friend-
ships serve (e.g., mutual companionship, emotional support, and affection; Bukowski et al., 1998; Webster 
& Carter, 2007). In literature focused on children and adolescents with intellectual and developmental dis-
abilities, definitions of friendship have emphasized aspects of agency (rather than obligation) and of reci-
procity (rather than benevolence or one-way helping relationships; Rossetti & Keenan, 2018). 

Beyond these core aspects, differences across definitions of friendship can be attributed to many factors. 
Researchers have found that the exact nature of friendship varies across relationships (Bukowski et al., 
1998). Friendship also evolves across stages of development. In early childhood, most preschoolers develop 
relatively stable peer relationships that provide companionship (Dunn, 2004; Rubin et al., 2009). However, 
these friendships are defined primarily by proximity and shared activity rather than intimacy, a feature dis-
tinguishing them from friendships in later stages of development (Bukowski et al., 1998). Intimacy involves 
“closeness” in relationships, including qualities such as deep understanding, honesty and trust, mutual 
influence, and relational commitment (Rubin et al., 2009). Friendships gradually take on these qualities 
during middle childhood, a period from approximately 6 until around 12 years of age, which aligns primar-
ily with the years children spend in elementary school (Feldman, 2010). 

These changes make middle childhood an especially pivotal period for peer relationships (Bukowski 
et al., 1998). By the end of middle childhood, important developments characterize most children’s relation-
ships with their peers: friendships are more intimate, a substantial portion of social interactions involve 
peers, and these interactions occur across a wide number of contexts (e.g., school, home, and community). 
Peer groups also enlarge, become more stable, and are less closely supervised by adults (Rubin et al., 2009). 
Thus, in middle childhood “children can truly be said to participate in a separate social world of their peers” 
(Gifford-Smith & Brownell, 2003, p. 236). 

Elementary school settings provide the backdrop for this critical developmental period, both for children 
with and without disabilities. Classrooms, playgrounds, lunchrooms, and hallways at school are rich with 
opportunities for children to develop friendships through shared learning and social interactions. Yet, chil-
dren with intellectual and developmental disabilities are vulnerable to experiencing difficulties establishing 
positive peer relationships. Researchers have found that children with developmental disabilities—particu-
larly those who have complex communication needs and use augmentative and alternative communication 
(AAC)—interact infrequently with peers, even when present in inclusive settings. For example, Chung 
et al. (2012) observed 16 elementary and middle school students who used AAC. Although the students 
were present in general education classrooms and in proximity to peers, they almost exclusively interacted 
with adults—typically a paraprofessional or special education teacher. 

Children with developmental disabilities have also been found to have fewer reciprocal friendships and 
smaller social networks as compared with peers without disabilities (Kasari et al., 2011; Raghavendra et al., 
2012). Other research has suggested that when peer relationships do form, they may be lower in quality than 
relationships between children without disabilities (e.g., lower levels of companionship, shorter in duration, 
unilateral rather than reciprocal, and existing only within school contexts; Kersh et al., 2013). Furthermore, 
parents and educators have described peer interactions and friendships for children with complex commu-
nication needs as being infrequent and challenging to know how to support (Kent-Walsh & Light, 2003). 

Yet, existing research also reveals the potential for close, meaningful friendships between children with and 
without disabilities, including those who have complex communication needs. Rossetti and Keenan (2018) 
reviewed research focused on the nature of friendship for school-age students with developmental disabilities 
who have extensive support needs. They highlighted two important themes from this literature: that close 
friendships are possible between children regardless of disability status and, at the same time, that the nature 
of these friendships may “look different” (p. 204) than friendships between peers without disabilities. 

Few studies, however, have focused on children with complex communication needs during middle 
childhood, signaling a need to better understand the nature of friendship during this pivotal 
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developmental period. Staub et al. (1994) used multiple case study methodology, involving observations, 
videotaping, and interviews to study the relationships between four elementary-age students (6–12 years) 
and their peers without disabilities. Each of the four identified children was described to have an intel-
lectual disability and use varied means to communicate, including aided AAC and verbal speech (i.e., 
one- to three-word utterances with limited intelligibility). Staub and colleagues’ four portraits of friend-
ship illustrated the companionship within these relationships and revealed several factors likely influenc-
ing the formation of these friendships. For each dyad, children had access to shared environments and 
activities within inclusive classrooms. Teachers used strategies to facilitate the social inclusion of all 
students, such as providing collaborative learning opportunities, promoting acceptance, and teaching 
about disability. Parents of the children without disabilities supported and recognized these friendships 
in different ways. These case studies also highlighted the ways children took on caring roles to support 
their friend with a disability, such as helping during transitions or classroom activities. Staub et al. dis-
cussed this as raising the critical question of whether or not there is a “tension between the role of being 
a friend and being a tutor or caretaker” (p. 324), including how children in these friendships might experi-
ence this tension. 

Anderson et al. (2011) focused on the perspectives of peers without disabilities on the nature of their 
friendships with three children who had cerebral palsy and used speech-generating devices. Peers depicted 
their friendships as being fun and rewarding, but they also perceived a number of differences relative to 
other relationships. Interactions were described as challenging at times and involved using a range of dif-
ferent strategies to support communication (e.g., learning to respond to nonverbal communication, seeking 
help from adults). Playing and spending time together was also perceived as being different, particularly 
because of physical access barriers for their friend. Other findings highlighted connections between chil-
dren’s experiences of friendship and their attitudes about disability (e.g., acceptance and sympathy/empa-
thy), which presented differently across the friendships. As in Staub et al. (1994), peers also described how 
they found themselves navigating between being both friend and caregiver. 

Østvik et al. (2018) conducted interviews with children who used AAC, fellow students, parents, and 
school staff to investigate aspects of agency and preference in the formation of friendships. They found that 
children who used AAC and fellow students who communicated using verbal speech mutually expressed 
preference for spending time with one another. Their findings also highlighted the importance of play, inter-
action, and shared activities as “gateways to friendship” (p. 92). Yet, a number of challenges may exist 
related to these pathways to friendship within school environments. For example, in a companion article, 
Østvik et al. (2017) reported that students using AAC had limited opportunities to play and interact with 
fellow students. 

These studies provide important insight into the nature of friendship between children with complex 
communication needs and their peers. Additional research specifically focused on how children experience 
the dynamics of developing these relationships could further indicate pathways for promoting friendships 
in schools. Furthermore, most children within existing research studies regularly used symbolic communi-
cation, such as through speech-generating devices or spoken words. Many other children with complex 
communication needs rely primarily on prelinguistic communication (e.g., vocalizations/sounds, gestures 
and movements, and facial expressions), sometimes even while they are starting to communicate symboli-
cally using aided AAC. Additional research that focuses on children who are prelinguistic and/or early 
emerging symbolic communicators is needed because the way peers experience friendship development 
may be different based on this aspect of children’s communication skills. 

The purpose of this study was to investigate children’s perspectives on their friendships with classmates 
with complex communication needs who were learning to use aided AAC but primarily used prelinguistic 
forms of communication. Our aim was to more clearly understand the perspectives of these children on the 
“stuff of friendship”—that is, what friendship is and how it “happens” (Bukowski & Sippola, 2005, p. 92), 
by addressing the question, “What is the nature of how elementary-age children describe the experience of 
friendship with their friends with and without complex communication needs?” We were specifically inter-
ested in contributing to existing literature through a novel approach of asking children to talk separately 
about two different relationships: one with a friend with complex communication needs and another with a 
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friend who used verbal speech to communicate. Our goal was to generate a theory of friendship develop-
ment to understand similarities and differences across these different experiences of friendship. 

Method 

We conducted a qualitative study using interviews and based on a grounded theory approach most closely 
aligned with the work of Corbin and Strauss (1990, 2008). 

Participants 

After receiving institutional review board (IRB) approval, we used purposeful sampling to identify elemen-
tary-age children who were friends with a classmate with complex communication needs. Four students 
with complex communication needs were identified through their participation in a separate study investi-
gating peer network interventions (Biggs et al., 2018). Each received special education services under the 
categories of autism and/or intellectual disability, was learning to use aided AAC (i.e., with modeling and 
prompting), and communicated primarily using prelinguistic communication (e.g., gestures and vocaliza-
tions). To be included in the present study, children were nominated by their general educator as someone 
who (a) showed sustained interest in spending time with one of the students with complex communication 
needs (i.e., across several months), (b) interacted positively with the student on a daily basis, and (c) would 
likely consider him or her to be a friend. The four teachers nominated 19 children. Before inviting the nomi-
nated children to participate, teachers asked each child to name their friends in the classroom. Each named 
their classmate with complex communication needs as their friend and was therefore eligible to participate. 
Of the 19 children, three did not return parental consent forms; the remaining 16 participated. 

Participant characteristics are presented in Table 1 alongside a description of the friend with complex 
communication needs. The students with complex communication needs did not participate directly in this 
study. Some of the participants were also part of the Biggs et al. (2018) study (see Table 1); however, par-
ticipation in the Biggs et al. study was not required for participation in the current study because our goal 
was to explore friendships more broadly. Participating children attended two different elementary schools 
in a large, urban district. 

Data Collection 

The first author conducted individual semi-structured interviews with each participating child in a private 
but open space at school (e.g., during lunch at a private table in a lobby area). Participants were familiar 
with the interviewer because she had been conducting research at both schools throughout the school year. 
Interviews were audio recorded and ranged in length from 17 to 50 min (M = 27 min). The interviewer used 
a conversational approach that allowed children to talk freely while using a written protocol as a guide (see 
Table 2), and she used follow-up probes to encourage children to expand their responses to each of the main 
topic questions. The protocol was designed by considering the research question, reviewing related litera-
ture, and seeking feedback from an external peer expert. Within the interview protocol, children were first 
asked to identify any friend they chose and respond to questions about that friend. Thereafter, they were 
asked similarly worded questions about their friendship with the student with complex communication 
needs. 

Data Analysis 

All interviews were transcribed verbatim, deidentified with pseudonyms, and imported into Dedoose 
(Version 8.1.10), a web-based application for data analysis. Using a team-based approach to strengthen 
trustworthiness (Patton, 2002), we analyzed data using an inductive process guided by grounded theory and 
the constant comparative method (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). The interviewer and one other researcher com-
prised the research team; both had a number of years of experience working with children with and without 
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Table 1. Participant Characteristics. 

Racial/ethnic Years of 
Pseudonym School (grade) Age in years background Sex Years known friendship 

Grace’s friends 
Grace was a 9-year-old female with an autism diagnosis who spent approximately 60% of the school day in general education 

settings. She communicated using gestures, limited echolalic speech, and an iPad with Proloquo2Go. 
Danielaa A (third) 8 Hispanic F 2 1 
Maddiea A (third) 8 White F 1 <1 
Sofiea A (third) 8 White F 1 <1 
Stephaniea A (third) 9 Asian American F 4 4 

Jeremy’s friends 
Jeremy was a 10-year-old male with diagnoses of autism and Down syndrome who spent approximately 70% of the school 

day in general education settings. He communicated using gestures, vocalizations, limited verbal speech (with limited 
intelligibility), and a QuickTalker23 speech-generating device. 
Aiyesha B (fourth) 10 Biracial, Black/ F 4 3.5 

White 
Ciaraa B (fourth) 10 Black F 1 <1 
Desirae B (fourth) 10 Black F 2 1 
Irisa B (fourth) 9 White F 2 2 
Zara B (fourth) 9 Black F 2 <1 

Joanna’s Friends 
Joanna was a 10-year-old female with an autism diagnosis who spent approximately 30% of the school day in general 

education settings. She communicated using gestures, limited verbal speech (at low volume and limited intelligibility), and a 
communication book with line-drawn graphic symbols. 
Aimeea A (fourth) 10 Indian American F 4 3.5 
Anna A (fourth) 9 Black F 4.5 4.5 
Catya A (fourth) 9 White F 1 < 1 
Tashonda A (fourth) 9 Black F 1 < 1 

Sara’s Friends 
Sara was a 9-year-old female with diagnoses of intellectual disability and a seizure disorder who spent approximately 20% of 

the school day in general education settings. She communicated using gestures, vocalizations, fewer than five spoken words, 
and a QuickTalker23 speech-generating device. 
Elliea A (fourth) 11 White F 2 2 
Keitha A (fourth) 9 White M >4 4 
Saleenaa A (fourth) 9 Black F >4 4 

Note. Years known reflects the number of years the participant reported knowing the child with complex communication needs. 
Years of friendship reflects the number of years the participant reported they considered themselves to be friends with the child 
with complex communication needs. F = female, M = male. 
aPeer participated with the child with complex communication needs in a peer network intervention (Biggs et al., 2018); Jeremy’s 
other friends informally joined peer network sessions on occasion, but Joanna’s other friends were not associated with the peer 
network in any way. 

complex communication needs as teachers, consultants, and researchers. Related to researcher positionality, 
we approached this work with the belief that friendship is important for all children and with interest in 
understanding ways to promote equal-status relationships between children with and without disabilities. 
Our experiences and knowledge of prior research also led us to anticipate that children would likely per-
ceive aspects of their friendships with classmates learning to use aided AAC differently than their relation-
ships with friends who used verbal speech. 

Analysis occurred in four phases. In Phase 1, we each independently read all transcripts and wrote reflexive 
memos about salient concepts within and across interviews. We then met to discuss the data and generate an 
initial list of concepts that might be used for coding. This initial list included 30 unique concepts and corre-
sponding reflexive memos. Phase 2 consisted of open coding. We each independently read a single transcript 
using a line-by-line approach. While reading, we divided the interview transcript into smaller excerpts, each 
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Table 2. Main Topic Questions Within the Interview Protocol. 

Topic questions about friend with complex 
Topic questions about self-selected friend communication needs 

1. Tell me about one of your really good friends. 1. Tell me about being friends with [name]. 
2. When did you become friends? 
3. What do you like to do together? 
4. What do you like about being friends with [name]? 
5. Is there anything that can be hard about being friends with [name]? 
6. What helps you work through things that are hard? 
7. Why are you friends with [name]? 
8. Do you think you will be friends when you get older? 
9. What do you think it means to be a good friend to [name]? 

10. Does anything else come to mind when you 10. Is there anything else you think other people 
think about being a good friend? should know about being friends with [name]? 

Note. Interview questions were asked first for a self-selected friend and then for the friend with complex communication needs. 
Most questions were asked in both instances, as indicated. 

of which reflected an idea the speaker was conveying. Each excerpt was highlighted in Dedoose and notated 
with one or more codes. As we did this, each new excerpt was constantly compared with all previously coded 
data to determine whether it represented a new concept or should be considered as part of an existing code. We 
regularly wrote reflexive memos about the convergence and divergence of excerpts within and across codes. 
After independently coding a set of one or two transcripts, we met to discuss and reach agreement on codes 
for each excerpt. As we repeated this process for each transcript, we continuously updated an electronic code-
book that contained (a) the name of each code, (b) a corresponding description with examples from the data, 
and (c) memos about the code. A separate codebook file was created each time we made changes to create a 
clear audit trail of decisions. By the end of Phase 2, the codebook included 41 codes with corresponding 
descriptions and memos; these codes were linked with 3,975 applications of codes within the transcript 
excerpts. Phase 3 consisted of generating reports of all excerpts. These reports sorted excerpts by code so that 
we could independently reread all applications of a code and consider connections across codes. We then met 
together to reduce data into conceptual categories and subcategories. Phase 4 consisted of theory generating. 
We reviewed and refined each category and subcategory to develop its properties and dimensions, the condi-
tions that influenced it, and the ways in which it influenced other categories. During this process, we consis-
tently revisited data to evaluate our hypotheses about connections among categories. We used diagramming as 
a tool to assist in formulating ideas, refine our conceptualization of the emerging theory, and communicate the 
theory in a clear manner (Buckley & Waring, 2013). 

Credibility and Trustworthiness 

We used several strategies to support credibility and trustworthiness (Brantlinger et al., 2005). First, the 
quality of qualitative data analysis is strengthened through repeated, systematic searching of the data. We 
used an iterative approach with four phases of repeated coding to ensure richness and depth as we generated 
theory. Second, we developed an audit trail to document both raw data (e.g., interview transcripts) and 
memos in the codebook and in Dedoose. Third, we used a collaborative approach during which we each 
independently coded data and then subsequently reanalyzed and made decisions together. Fourth, we 
searched for negative cases to refine each aspect of the emerging theory. Fifth, we corroborated and con-
firmed interview findings with observational anecdotes. The first author had sustained presence in the 
schools across several months before and during data collection, and both researchers regularly discussed 
her observations when making decisions about codes during analysis meetings. Finally, we carefully 
reflected on our own positions and beliefs throughout data collection and analysis to articulate the ways in 
which our positionalities influenced the research. 
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Figure 1. Conceptual model of friendship development across relationships with friends with and without complex 
communication needs. 

Findings 

Two main sets of findings addressed our research question. First, we developed a conceptual model depict-
ing children’s experiences of friendship development across their relationships (see Figure 1). Second, we 
identified three interwoven intersections between children’s experiences of friendship and disability. We 
first describe the conceptual model and then address its different intersections with disability. We identify 
when children talked about their different friends by identifying the friend’s primary communication mode 
in parentheses (i.e., AAC or speech). 

Conceptual Model of Friendship Development 

The model of friendship development was “unified” in the sense that the same major conceptual categories 
were present across both relationships that children discussed (i.e., a friend with and without complex com-
munication needs). Figure 1 illustrates the way each conceptual category interacted within the model. 
Specifically, (a) proximity functioned as the foundation or entry point to friendship, (b) friendships were 
characterized by varying depths of friendship going from affinity to intimacy, (c) several key agents served 
as active mechanisms to help friendships form and/or deepen, and (d) a continuum of help care existed 
across relationships although this presented differently depending on the depth of the friendship. 

Proximity. Children referred extensively to the role proximity played as the entry point or essential founda-
tion to friendship. Proximity involved being physically located near one another through access to shared 
environments, such as going to the same school; being assigned to the same classroom, recess time, or bus; 
or being enrolled in the same extracurricular activities (e.g., dance classes). Many children also talked about 
how proximity would affect friendships when they go to middle school. When Tashonda was asked whether 
she thought she would be friends with Joanna (AAC) for a while, she said, “Yeah, if we go to the same 
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middle school, probably . . . Because she’ll end up in my class or close to my class.” Other children (e.g., 
Aimee, Aiyesha, Ciara, Desirae, Maddie, Sofie, and Zara) predicted it would be very difficult to remain 
friends if they would be in different schools or classes in middle school. 

Depths of friendship. One source of variation across relationships was the depth of friendship, depicted in 
Figure 1 as color gradients ranging from affinity for one another at the outer circles and intimacy with one 
another in the inner circles. All friendships seemed to form based on affinity for one another, and some of 
these friendships then deepened to become more intimate. Most children described their friendships as 
involving elements of both affinity and intimacy. Affinity for one another was characterized by children’s 
enjoyment and admiration of one another, shared interests and characteristics, and positive perceptions, 
including of the friend’s kindness. When asked why she was friends with Joanna (AAC), Anna said, “I think 
because Joanna is my trait [like me], obviously. . . Yes, she’s amazing. Um, so she’s kinda, she’s, she’s 
humorous. She’s funny.” Sophie described Kara (speech), saying, “She’s nice . . . like, when I fell down, she 
helped me up.” Similarly, Stephanie talked about how her positive perceptions of Grace (AAC) made her 
want to become friends, saying, “I thought she looked kind.” At inner depths, intimacy built on affinity 
through deep understanding, honesty and trust, and loyalty and commitment. Saleena talked about trusting 
Michelle (speech): “She’s nice to me and she doesn’t talk behind my back and a lot of stuff.” Aiyesha 
described how loyalty and commitment contributed to her intimate friendship with Iris (speech): 

She’s really nice to me. And, like, if we have a really big issue going on, we’re still friends. We usually never split 
up . . . She’s friends with other people too, but, like, I’m one of her best friends and, um, she like, she hangs 
around me a lot. Everywhere I go, she usually goes. When we use the bathroom, she usually picks me or I pick 
her. 

Iris herself described having an intimate friendship with Jeremy (AAC), saying, “Well, [my teachers] should 
know that it’s a really, a strong friendship that we have, and, he’s just around, like, more than my other 
friends. And he can, just, I feel safe around Jeremy for some reason.” 

Key agents influencing friendship development. Several key agents served as means both to form and to deepen 
friendships. They also sometimes presented challenges. These agents are depicted in Figure 1 as arrows to 
highlight their active roles in friendship development. 

Sustained, repeated engagement. Spending time engaged together and in shared activities—particularly 
within the context of play—was central to helping friendships form and deepen. This key agent moved 
beyond mere proximity because it was about actually doing things together rather than simply being in 
the same spaces. Desirae and Ciara had similar stories about becoming friends with Jeremy (AAC), which 
Desirae simply described as follows: “We just started playing with each other.” Similar to other children, 
Saleena talked about how one of her favorite things was to play tag both with Michelle (speech) and with 
Sara (AAC). For friendships to form and deepen, children talked about the importance of repeated engage-
ment across multiple contexts. Within the school day, some children (i.e., Aimee, Anna, Daniela, Ellie, Iris, 
Saleena, Stephanie, Tashonda, and Zara) talked about spending time together within academic settings, but 
most emphasized doing things together during social times (e.g., free time in the classroom, recess, and 
lunch). Spending time doing things together outside of school was also important to friendships, including 
after-school activities, birthday parties, sleepovers, and playdates. 

Communication and interaction. Across relationships, communication was important both to initially 
form friendships (e.g., invitations to play, waving, saying “hi,” and writing a note) and to help friendships 
deepen and strengthen. For example, Keith shared about Sara (AAC), “We’re good friends because I talk 
to her.” Although their interactions included a lot of different ways to communicate (e.g., talking, writing 
notes, phone calls/texting, and AAC), children readily used the word “talking.” This was true even when 
they described interactions that relied on nonverbal communication, such as gestures, body movements, 
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vocalizations, and signs. Saleena described communicating with Sara (AAC) as “easy,” saying, “because 
she probably can talk without her talker [speech-generating device] . . . She doesn’t really use her talker 
to communicate with me. She uses her mouth [imitated vocalizations Sara often made] and then [imitated 
Sara’s gestures].” 

Learning about one another. Children often talked about the importance of gaining new or deeper insight 
about their friend, such as learning what their friend likes. Caty talked about this with both Carrie (speech) 
and Joanna (AAC). She was looking forward to Carrie getting a phone, saying, “I think maybe [when she 
gets a phone] I’ll get to know Carrie more and about her.” About Joanna (AAC), she shared, “I haven’t 
really like known her that much . . . and getting to know her more, I think that really helped me open up as 
a friend with her.” This also involved children learning to do things to better interact or get along with their 
friends, such as learning to be patient or communicate more effectively. For example, both Maddie and 
Daniela shared that learning more about Grace (AAC) helped them become better friends with her. Daniela 
shared, “It’s very easy to understand [Grace] when you start getting to know her . . . when you get on and 
on and you know her better, then you would know what she’d be saying.” Learning about one another was 
closely connected with other key agents, particularly because it often occurred through these other vehicles 
(e.g., interacting and spending time together and getting advice or support from others). Learning about one 
another also had a unique role in helping children with challenges in a relationship, such as resolving fights 
and disagreements or navigating differences related to things such as play or communication. 

Fights and forgiveness. Relative to other key agents, fights and forgiveness was unique in that it was only 
discussed in the context of relationships with friends who used verbal speech. Conflict included disagree-
ments (e.g., not wanting to play the same game or by the same rules and difficulty sharing), misunderstand-
ings and miscommunication, and teasing or other instances where feelings got hurt. Although children 
talked about interpersonal conflict as a challenge, most conveyed that disagreements were quickly resolved. 
For some, educators and parents played key roles in helping resolve conflict (e.g., facilitating conversation 
and offering advice). 

Personal change. Friendship development was also influenced by all the different ways each child grew 
and evolved over time. Intentional change, such as to become more patient or understanding with a friend, 
was often a result of self-reflection. For example, Caty reflected about Joanna (AAC), 

Sometimes she does something funny that she doesn’t know she’s doing. And you can laugh, but you feel like 
“wait, am I making fun of her?” . . . I definitely did that once and I was like “wait, is that right?” 

Children also anticipated they and their friends would naturally change over time, particularly looking 
ahead to middle school. Even within the same participant, this was often discussed differently across friend-
ships. For example, when talking about her friendship with Aiyesha (speech), Iris shared, “I know we’ll 
start going through different phases in our lives, and we might split up . . . We’ll sort of grow out of one 
person and become someone else.” However, when she talked about Jeremy (AAC), she said, “I know I’ll 
go through my phases and Jeremy will go through his phases, but we will still be friends.” 

Peers, educators, and family members. Other peers were often powerful players in friendship develop-
ment, particularly in initially becoming friends. For example, Ciara shared, 

I became friends with [Jeremy (AAC)] when I met Iris . . . It started when we were at recess and I didn’t really 
talk that much with him because I didn’t really know him, but Iris wanted to play with him, so I just went ahead 
and went with her . . . I started to like being his friend, so then I just wanted to be friends with him. 

As children talked about their friendships, they had less to say about adults’ roles than they did about other 
key agents. However, there were still salient examples of how adults worked to facilitate friendship 
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development through the different key agents. For example, parents, teachers, and paraeducators helped 
children learn about one another, served as points of contact to establish relationships, offered advice, 
helped navigate challenging interactions and/or conflict, supported opportunities for shared engagement, 
and helped children make meaning of disability. Three children (i.e., Keith, Saleena, and Stephanie) had 
nothing to say about the roles of adults in helping them be friends, even when asked explicitly in follow-up 
probes to the main questions (e.g., “Do adults ever help you when thing are hard?”) 

A continuum of help care. Children described acts of giving and receiving help as a common part of their friend-
ships. Figure 1 illustrates a continuum of help (overlapping the edges of affinity) and care (overlapping inti-
macy). Specific actions of help or care were often similar and it was not the acts themselves that were distinct. 
Instead, children provided insight into ways their intentions behind these actions differed, based on the extent 
to which they came out of a place of intimacy within the friendship. Within more intimate relationships, caring 
actions were efforts to provide for a friend’s needs that came from a natural outflow of love, deep affection, 
and understanding. For example, Daniela explained how Sofie (speech) cared for her: “Outside, sometimes I 
would be lonely and just walk around the fence and she would come over and say, ‘Do you wanna come play 
with me?’” In less intimate relationships, help was offered out of social obligation, to be polite or kind, or in 
response to classroom demands (e.g., help using computer). At the extreme end of this continuum—which 
seemed to present in only one friendship between Anna and Joanna—help was benevolent but completely 
unilateral. Help in this friendship was also different than in the other relationships because it characterized 
much of the entirety of the friendship, rather than only part. For example, when asked why she wanted to be 
Joanna’s friend (AAC), Anna explained, “Well, I knew [Joanna] had a disability and I just wanted to help 
because when I get older, I probably wanna help disability kids all around the world.” In contrast, Caty talked 
about friendship coming first, saying, “. . . if you want to be friends with [Joanna], you don’t do it by helping 
her or anything like that. When you start to become friends with her, then you can do that.” Although the 
friends with complex communication needs were more often described as receivers of help/care, three chil-
dren (i.e., Iris, Stephanie, and Zara) described instances of receiving help or care from their friend. For exam-
ple, Iris said that Jeremy (AAC) “is caring for me too.” When asked to share an example, she talked about how 
he has blocked basketballs from hitting her when she sits down with him on the playground. 

Intersections with Disability 

As depicted in Figure 1, the core substance of how children talked about forming and deepening friendships 
was similar across relationships, regardless of a friend’s disability status or means of communicating 
(speech or AAC). However, children did perceive friendships with classmates with complex communica-
tion needs as being different. Specifically, the ways children experienced, talked about, and made meaning 
of disability interacted with their experiences of friendship in varied ways. We came to think of these inter-
sections with disability as being like an overlay or filter that colors the experience of friendship without 
changing its substance. 

Children’s daily experiences. Children perceived differences related to engagement and play, communication 
and interaction, and their friend’s behavior in their day-to-day experiences with their friend with complex 
communication needs. 

Engagement and play. Most children discussed how engagement and play felt different relative to inter-
actions with other friends. Desirae shared, “Jeremy (AAC), like he can’t really do the exact same thing as 
I would probably do with my other friends.” For some, finding ways to play in mutually enjoyable ways 
posed challenges. Other children with more intimate friendships still talked about this as a difference, but 
not necessarily as a difficulty. For example, Aiyesha talked kindly about playing games with Jeremy (AAC) 
that she would not have wanted to play with other friends (e.g., singing “Old McDonald”) because she 
knew it made Jeremy happy. She and Jeremy also had activities they both enjoyed doing together, such as 
playing tag. 
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Communication and interaction. Children emphasized different forms of unaided AAC (e.g., gestures and 
body movements) more than aided AAC when they talked about “talking” with their friend who had com-
plex communication needs. Yet, aided AAC, particularly speech-generating devices, seemed to have a certain 
appeal. Ellie, a friend of Sara (AAC), frequently said things like, “I like her talker. A lot.” Stephanie talked 
about it this way: “I think it’s fun [to be Grace’s friend] because you really get to hang out with a person that 
like can’t really talk but they can do signals.” Many children shared that communication was particularly chal-
lenging at the beginning of their friendship because they “couldn’t really understand” what their friend tried to 
say. They described communication becoming easier over time. This was most often because children learned 
to better understand their friend’s idiosyncratic communication forms, but sometimes children attributed it to 
their friend’s improved communication skills. For example, Stephanie found it easier to be better friends with 
Grace (AAC) as “she’s done better like with her [signs] and like pressing the buttons on her iPad.” 

Children also described differences (and sometimes challenges) in other aspects of communication and 
interaction, such as their friends’ receptive and pragmatic skills. For example, Ciara and Desirae said that it 
sometimes “takes [Jeremy (AAC)] a little while to understand something” or that “he doesn’t understand 
everything we understand.” Anna discussed feeling uncomfortable when Joanna (AAC) did not pick up on 
social cues when interacting with a boy that she liked. Nearly all children described ways of navigating these 
differences, including seeking advice from teachers or paraeducators and using different interaction strategies 
(e.g., wait time, rephrasing, and using aided AAC as a shared means of communication). Desirae articulated 
that being friends with Jeremy (AAC) “feels a little bit different,” but that it was “a good thing and a challeng-
ing thing because it’s challenging to have to explain things to him, but at the same time it’s really kind of easy.” 

Behavior. Children also described differences in their friend’s behavior (e.g., restricted or perseverative 
interests, body movements). For some, like Maddie, these were perceived as challenges: “Most of the time 
Grace (AAC) doesn’t really talk to me. That’s why it’s a little hard and it’s kinda weird sometimes because 
all she wants to do is swing.” Other children did not seem to experience these differences as challenges. For 
example, Iris spoke positively about when she first got to know Jeremy (AAC), even though she perceived 
some of his behaviors as being different: “He was really himself around me. And I bet me and him would, 
I thought we would be great friends at the first start.” 

Children’s disability-related discourse. The nature of being friends also intersected with how children talked 
about disability—and how others talked about disability with them. Children seemed to find it difficult to 
talk about disability. Many children’s responses suggested that they may have felt it was bad to talk directly 
about differences between themselves and/or their other friends and their friend with complex communica-
tion needs. For example, many children who were quite articulate in other places of the interview had 
lengthy (10–20 s) pauses when asked follow-up questions related to these topics. Some children even 
articulated that it was difficult. When talking about Grace (AAC), Daniela at one point responded, “I don’t 
know. I’m still thinking . . . Um, this is the first time that I had a special need person as a friend. And so I 
might have trouble talking.” Children also seemed to be influenced by whether and how others talked about 
disability with them, including teachers, paraeducators, their own parents, and their friend’s parents. The 
presence and impact of conversations with adults about disability was varied across children. Although 
many never discussed having such conversations (even when asked directly about the influence of different 
adults), others did. For example, Iris talked about interacting with both Miss Bailey, a paraeducator, and 
Jeremy’s (AAC) mother: 

Well, so it was the first day of school and I sat by Jeremy and his mom told me that he had special needs, and I’m 
like okay. And I didn’t really know what a special needs was at first until he started acting weird and I’m like that’s 
strange. But then later I sort of knew a little more about him, I’m like oh, now I sorta understand him a little more. 

Children’s mental constructs of disability. How children made meaning of disability also intersected with their 
friendships. Many children’s responses suggested they looked for “sameness” but wrestled with making 
sense of differences when they thought about their friend or about disability. Caty shared, 
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. . . but Joanna (AAC) and Carrie (speech) and Ariel (speech), they’re just the same. And they’re, no matter if 
Joanna’s different, I see her as just a friend, and so I think definitely that it’s kind of different, but maybe similar. 

Friendships seemed to shape the way children thought about disability. For example, Daniela talked about 
how her views were influenced by her emerging friendship with Grace (AAC): 

I never had a special need person as a friend before. And I would sometimes, I would think how it would be . . . 
Just because she’s special doesn’t mean she can’t be a human being. And just because she’s special doesn’t mean 
she can’t play or she might not like things. Just because she’s got special needs doesn’t mean she can’t do really 
anything. 

In addition, how children made meaning of disability also seemed to influence the nature of their friendship. 
When children’s mental constructs of disability focused primarily or exclusively on areas of need/deficits, 
relationships with the friend learning to use AAC were typically less intimate and characterized predomi-
nately by “helping.” Conversely, children who focused more on their friend’s strengths tended to have more 
intimate friendships. An example was Aiyesha, who talked about her friendship with Jeremy (AAC) this 
way: “Not all my friends need special care, so he’s different than them. But he’s really fun and artistic [his 
strengths] . . . Not everyone’s the same because not everybody’s good at the same thing.” 

Discussion 

Friendships are important to the development and well-being of all children with and without disabilities 
(Eisenman et al., 2017; Rubin et al., 2009). Using children’s own perspectives as a lens to examine friend-
ship development can offer important insight into how to promote friendships in schools. The purpose of 
this study was to study friendships in middle childhood by exploring the ways elementary-age children 
thought about, experienced, and talked about friendship with friends who had and who did not have com-
plex communication needs. Guided by grounded theory methods, we generated a single framework to 
conceptualize friendship development across children’s relationships with friends with and without com-
plex communication needs (see Figure 1). We found that this model was best considered to be “unified” in 
the sense that major conceptual categories were similar across these different relationships (i.e., proximity 
as the entry point to friendship, varying depths of friendship, several key agents as active mechanisms to 
help friendships form and/or deepen, and a continuum of help care). Our findings also provided insight into 
ways friendships with classmates with complex communication needs were colored by how each child 
experienced, talked about, and made meaning of disability. 

As in earlier research, we found the potential for, and existence of, reciprocal friendships between children 
and their classmates with complex communication needs (Anderson et al., 2011; Rossetti, 2011; Staub et al., 
1994). Furthermore, we found robust commonalities across children’s perceptions of the core dynamics 
involved in friendship development, regardless of their friend’s disability status. The conceptual model illus-
trates these commonalities (see Figure 1). With the exception of fights and forgiveness as a key agent, all of 
the major categories and subcategories were present and influenced one another in largely the same way across 
these different relationships. Within the context of shared environments (proximity), friendships formed and 
deepened through several key agents and based on children’s affinity for one another—having perceptions of 
shared interests and characteristics, enjoying being around one another, and admiring the friend or seeing them 
as being kind. The importance of shared environments, particularly at school, as clear precursors to friendship 
is consistent with other research findings focused on friendships between children with and without develop-
mental disabilities (Anderson et al., 2011; Rossetti & Keenan, 2018; Staub et al., 1994). 

In the present investigation, some children’s friendships were characterized primarily by affinity, whereas 
other children described different aspects of intimacy in their friendships, such as honesty, trust, loyalty, and 
deep knowing or understanding of the friend. Most of the friendships—both with friends who used AAC and 
those who used verbal speech—seemed to involve aspects of both affinity and intimacy. It is important to 
consider this finding in light of the age of our participants because children during middle childhood are 
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gradually developing key social and emotional skills for forming and maintaining more intimate peer rela-
tionships (Gifford-Smith & Brownell, 2003; Rubin et al., 2009). Thus, it may not be surprising that we found 
variation in how children described this aspect of their different friendships, given that they each may have 
been at different places in this development process. Of note, however, was the finding that variation in the 
nature of affinity and/or intimacy across friendships seemed to be based on many other factors beyond the 
disability status of the friend. Although not all of the friendships with classmates with complex communica-
tion needs were characterized by intimacy, many were. 

In research to date, friendships between children with and without developmental disabilities have been 
described and compared with characteristics of friendships between children who do not have disabilities, 
and researchers have found that these friendships may “look different” (Rossetti & Keenan, 2018, p. 204). 
Specific to friendships involving a child with complex communication needs, peers may experience these 
friendships differently because of differences in communication and interaction, shared time, engagement 
and play, and navigating helping roles when the friend requires support (Anderson et al., 2011; Østvik et al., 
2017; Staub et al., 1994). Furthermore, children in the present study described fights and forgiveness only 
in relationships with friends who used verbal speech to communicate. Learning to manage conflict shapes 
the nature of friendships and is influential to children’s social-emotional development. Therefore, this dif-
ference will be important for researchers to investigate further in the future. 

To our knowledge, the investigation presented here is the first to explicitly explore similarities and/or 
differences in children’s perspectives of the process of developing these friendships by asking children to 
talk separately about two different relationships—one with any friend they chose and one with a friend with 
complex communication needs. Like researchers before us, we found that friendships were colored by each 
child’s notions of and experiences with disability, and that these relationships felt different to children in a 
number of ways. However, we also found striking similarities in how children talked about how their friend-
ships formed and deepened, regardless of the friend’s disability status. These similarities reveal important 
avenues through which researchers, practitioners, and families can explore ways to promote and support 
friendships in middle childhood. 

We gained insight into three intersections of this model with disability: (a) children’s daily experiences, 
(b) their disability-related discourse, and (c) their mental constructs of disability. In more intimate friend-
ships, children did not seem to focus on deficits when they talked about differences in their friend’s engage-
ment and play, communication, or behavior. Although differences were still recognized, the responses of 
children within more intimate friendships suggested they saw their friends as individuals with unique per-
sonalities comprised not of their disability but of their likes and dislikes, feelings, and strengths. It is pos-
sible that such perceptions are important for the development of intimate friendships. That is, it may be 
particularly challenging for relationships to be more than “helping” relationships if children without dis-
abilities hold mental constructs of disability based solely on deficits, do not know how to make sense of 
differences, or see their classmate’s identity as primarily based on areas of need. Future research is needed 
to further investigate whether avenues for friendship development are strengthened by helping children see 
the strengths, interests, personality, and individuality of their classmates with disabilities and to understand 
disability as a part of human diversity (Eisenman et al., 2017). 

Limitations 

Several limitations are important to note. First, theoretical sampling is considered to be the best approach to 
developing and refining a theory that is “grounded” in the data (Dey, 1999). We could not sample participants 
and analyze data in an iterative fashion because of our approved recruitment process and timeline (i.e., data 
were collected at the end of the school year). We managed this limitation by ensuring that we reached suffi-
cient saturation in the conceptual depth of each category, which included ensuring that multiple examples were 
evidenced across a range of participant sources (Dey, 1999; Nelson, 2016). However, iterative analysis and 
data collection could have further strengthened trustworthiness through additional opportunities to identify 
confirming and/or disconfirming evidence. Second, we focused specifically on middle childhood and only one 
participant and one of the friends with complex communication needs were male. These characteristics are 
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important to recognize in interpreting findings. Future research is needed to understand similarities and differ-
ences related to age and gender in experiences and perceptions of friendship development. Third, there were 
significant differences in the percent of time the students with complex communication needs were included 
in general education settings (i.e., ranging from 20% for Sara to 70% for Jeremy). We did not directly investi-
gate the influence of these variations on specific aspects of friendship development, and this represents an 
important area for future research. Fourth, and also due to the timing of our data collection, we could not 
conduct member checking during or after data analysis. Opportunities to follow-up with participants to vali-
date the accuracy of and expand on our interpretations could have strengthened the trustworthiness of our 
findings. Fifth, we focused specifically on exploring the experience of friendship and friendship development 
through the perspectives of these children. Although we did corroborate interview responses with observations 
from our sustained presence in both schools, additional sources of data (e.g., interviews with educators or 
parents and interviews with both members of the friendship) would have expanded the lens through which 
these experiences might be understood. As the four children with complex communication needs did not have 
reliable means of symbolic communication at the time of the interviews (i.e., using signs, verbal speech, or 
aided AAC), it is difficult to envision how we could have best elicited their perspectives. This represents an 
important area for future innovation and research. Finally, we sampled participants who were friends with four 
students who took part in a peer network intervention (Biggs et al., 2018). Although not all of the children 
participating in this study were part of the peer network intervention (see Table 1), this factor may have made 
friendship development different for some dyads than if this intervention had not occurred. 

Implications for Research and Practice 

We found that aspects of friendship development are interconnected and interdependent. At a practical 
level, it may be unlikely that any intervention effort focused on a single aspect (e.g., proximity, communica-
tion, and interaction) will be effective to facilitate friendship development between students with and with-
out complex communication needs, unless careful attention and effort is also aimed at the other components. 
Indeed, conclusions drawn from existing research literature highlight the need for multifaceted interven-
tions to enhance social interactions and relationships, specifically attending to student-related consider-
ations (e.g., communication skills, social skills, and behavior), peer-related considerations (e.g., attitudes 
and interaction styles), adult support-related considerations (e.g., paraeducator support), and environmental 
considerations (e.g., shared learning and social opportunities; Biggs & Carter, 2017). Therefore, as we high-
light implications for practice from specific components of the model, we underscore the need for further 
research on the effects and feasibility of both integrated multicomponent intervention approaches and more 
focused intervention efforts. 

The critical role of proximity as the entry point to friendship may not be surprising, but it nonetheless 
has important implications for inclusive education. Children with and without disabilities are unlikely 
to become friends simply because they are in the same physical spaces, but it is incredibly difficult for 
friendships to develop without access to shared environments (Staub et al., 1994). Policy statements on 
the need for effective inclusion specifically cite the development of friendships with peers as one of 
several important outcomes (U. S. Department of Health and Human Services & U. S. Department of 
Education, 2015). Yet, limited access to shared social and academic settings remains a pervasive barrier 
to friendship development for children with complex communication needs (Biggs & Carter, 2017; 
Østvik et al., 2017). 

If proximity is essential but not sufficient for children to form and deepen friendships, it is critical to 
attend to the nature of supports and instruction used within these settings (e.g., peer supports, paraeducator 
supports, and learning arrangements). The identified key agents point to important areas to address within 
inclusive settings, such as facilitating engagement in shared social and learning activities, supporting com-
munication and interaction, and promoting ways for children to better get to know one another. Findings 
related to the roles of adults (e.g., educators, service providers, paraeducators, and parents) also have impor-
tant implications. Although we observed a number of important roles adults had in supporting interactions 
and relationships (e.g., establishing proximity and supporting shared engagement), children had surprisingly 
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little to say about the roles of adults in their friendships and seemed to see these roles as existing more in the 
backdrop than the forefront. It may be particularly important that adults do actively work to support social 
interactions and relationships, but that they do so without inserting themselves directly into the “separate 
social world” of children who are friends (Gifford-Smith & Brownell, 2003, p. 236). Among other adult 
roles, the role of general educators in fostering classroom cultures of acceptance and belonging for all chil-
dren is an area in particular need of further research. Some researchers have referred to the role of a teacher 
through the metaphor of an “invisible hand” (e.g., Farmer et al., 2017, p. 177), suggesting teachers have great 
potential to unobtrusively influence the classroom social context, including children with complex commu-
nication needs who may be at risk of social isolation. 

Finally, there are a number of important implications for practice and future research related to the inter-
sections with disability. Although our field has substantial and growing information on interventions to 
enhance social-related outcomes for children with developmental disabilities, these interventions have 
largely focused on addressing communication and social skill deficits. Less attention has been given to 
efforts focused on children’s environments (e.g., support approaches, expectations, and behaviors of peers 
and adults) that might enhance social-related outcomes, including friendships. Inclusive education may be 
optimized to support the development of long-standing, close, and affectionate relationships between chil-
dren with complex communication needs and their peers when adults provide facilitative but not intrusive 
supports to help peers navigate these different intersections with disability. Future research is needed on the 
impact of conversations, formal curricula, and other educational experiences on children’s perceptions of 
difference and conceptualizations of disability, and on their interactions and relationships with classmates 
with complex communication needs. When limited opportunities to become friends (e.g., limited proximity, 
engagement, and interaction) are paired with silence in schools around disability, peers may be more likely 
to have perceptions of their classmates with complex communication needs primarily focused on areas of 
need, rather than their strengths and individuality. In the present investigation, children’s experiences and 
conversations seemed to have an important role in shaping the nature of the bidirectional influence between 
their experience of friendship and the way they made meaning of disability. 

Conclusion 

We present findings that add to evidence that all people, including children with complex communication 
needs, can form meaningful, reciprocal friendships (e.g., Anderson et al., 2011; Staub et al., 1994). Children 
who considered themselves to be friends with a classmate with complex communication needs shared their 
perspectives on the dynamics of friendship development, revealing robust commonalities across their dif-
ferent relationships. The unified model of friendship development highlights the promise for schools to 
actualize the potential for friendships between children with and without complex communication by 
attending to proximity alongside other key agents of friendship development, including communication and 
interaction, engagement in ongoing shared learning and social activities, and the facilitative yet “behind-
the-scenes” roles of adults. The best efforts to promote friendships in schools—regardless of disability 
status and communication needs—may involve adopting a strengths-based perspective that purposively 
creates and supports opportunities for children to be with and interact with one another while helping them 
value one another’s common humanity and individual diversity (Eisenman et al., 2017). 
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