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Abstract

As nationwide school enrollments are projected to increase slowly over the next decade,
it is predicted that there will be a greater increase among students identified for special education
services. As aresult, the employment of paraprofessionals who aid these students is expected to
grow by ten percent between 2008 and 2018 (Bureau of Labor Statistics Occupational Outlook
Handbook, 2010). The purpose of this qualitative descriptive case study was to determine the
current responsibilities of paraprofessionals at The Special Education Collaborative (TSEC) and
to identify the supervision, training practices, and needs of these paraprofessionals. This was
evaluated in regards to the differences and similarities that exist between current training
opportunities and perceived training needs. The components of French’s (2003) theoretical
framework were used to frame the research protocols and analysis for this investigation.

As projected by the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) Occupational Outlook Handbook
2010-2011 Edition, there was an increase in the number of paraprofessionals that were required
to service students enrolled at TSEC. At the time of this study, TSEC employed seventy-one
paraprofessionals and thirty-two special education teachers. The participants in this case study
included nine paraprofessionals, four special education teachers, and one supervisor. The
researcher conducted semi-structured interviews with all participants; conducted five hours of
observation in each of the classrooms, totaling twenty hours; and reviewed fifteen different
documents that TSEC currently has in place regarding the roles and responsibilities of
paraprofessionals.

The overriding findings in this study revealed: (a) inconsistencies between French’s
(2003) framework and its application; (b) a lack of training for both paraprofessionals and their

supervising teachers; (c¢) implementation of all of the elements of French’s (2003) framework
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were hindered by time constraints; (d) an expansion of French’s (2003) framework is necessary;
(e) attention must be given to each of the seven executive functions outlined in French’s (2003)
framework so that school districts can maximize the effectiveness of paraprofessionals in the
classroom; and (f) inadequate role clarification, orientation, mentoring, training, and supervision

compromise the scope and nature of paraprofessionals’ work.

Keywords: paraprofessionals, paraeducators, special education, teacher aide, supervision,

training, professional development
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Chapter |
Introduction

This case study demonstrates how the study of paraprofessionals in Special Education
relates to the problems of practice related to paraprofessionals and the gaps in the literature. The
purpose of this research project was to develop a better understanding of the specific roles and
responsibilities assigned to paraprofessionals in a Special Education setting. This information
will ultimately assist school districts in creating more relevant job descriptions and providing
appropriate training for paraprofessionals. Having a specific job description for
paraprofessionals will facilitate and guide appropriate paraprofessional training. The current
research on the supervisory role of the teacher and direct supervision of paraprofessionals was
used to clarify the teachers’ role in paraprofessional training, and was used as the theoretical
framework for this study. The intention of this investigation is also to lay the groundwork for a
case study that would contribute to the research concerning the roles, responsibilities, training
and supervision of paraprofessionals. Additionally, this work sought to assist others in
understanding and adequately addressing paraprofessionals’ changing roles and training needs.
The recognition of paraprofessionals as vital members of the school’s educational team is of
paramount importance to the success of the Special Education Team.
Problem of Practice

The organization represented in this doctoral project was The Special Education
Collaborative (TSEC). At TSEC there was an increase in the number of paraprofessionals that
were required to be able to service the students that were presently enrolled. TSEC employed
seventy one paraprofessionals; there were more paraprofessionals than there were teachers. At

the time of this research, TSEC had no internal orientation, mentoring or training for
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paraprofessionals. Paraprofessionals entered into the school setting with an unclear job
description and were given limited direction relative to their roles and responsibilities. The roles
varied from making copies and getting supplies to being academic assistants or substitute
teachers. Paraprofessionals were hired as academic support staff, but their actual role was
determined by the program to which they were assigned, the teacher, and that teacher’s
interpretation of the role. Neither the teachers nor the paraprofessionals received any formal
training or support regarding how to interpret the role of the paraprofessional. The lack of
alignment between the teachers and paraprofessionals’ interpretations of these responsibilities
can result in a negative impact on student learning (Carnahan, Williamson, Clarke, & Sorensen,
2009).

The researcher was employed by TSEC for eleven years in the role of teacher, program
facilitator, and curriculum leader. From these experiences, this researcher learned that
organizations that employ paraprofessionals in the classroom must systematically define the role
of the paraprofessional, foster the necessary professional competencies, and design appropriate
training programs for paraprofessionals and their supervising teachers. It is the researcher’s
belief that a systematic focus on the roles and responsibilities of classroom paraprofessionals will
help to build a stronger educational environment for students by providing both
paraprofessionals and lead teachers with the core knowledge, competencies, and skills required
to collaboratively strengthen special education programs.

According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) Occupational Outlook Handbook
2010-2011 Edition, the number of students identified for special education services is increasing
and the dependency on paraprofessionals continues to expand. This increasing demand pointed

to the need for an in-depth analysis of current practices, existing competencies, and areas that
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require improvement. The increasing demand for and incorporation of paraprofessionals also
indicated a need for an investigation into the types of training that would help to support their
development and facilitate their contributions to special education services (Aldridge &
Goldman, 2002; Carpenter & Dyal, 2007; D’ Aquanni, 1997; Milner, 1998; Pickett, 2002; Young
2006).

Within the current special education teacher-training curriculum, future teachers seldom
received any information or instruction on the appropriate ways to include and supervise
paraprofessionals in the day-to-day work of the classroom (Hilton & Gerlach, 1997;
Scheuermann, Webber, Boutot, & Goodwin, 2003), and both paraprofessionals and teachers
require further training regarding the most effective ways to incorporate paraprofessionals into
the classroom (Marks, Schrader, & Levine, 1999; Scheuermann, et al., 2003). Giangreco,
Edelman, Broer, and Doyle (2001) addressed school-wide practices that contributed to the
inappropriate utilization of paraprofessionals in the classroom from the perspectives of
paraprofessionals, teachers, and parents. They concluded that future research about the roles of
paraprofessional’s needs to be gathered and analyzed, as well as student outcome data, focus on
role alignment, training, supervision, and exploration of best practices in the support of
paraprofessionals. Similarly, French’s (1998, 2001) work revealed that paraprofessionals have
become vital contributors to service delivery in special education programs. Supervising
teachers have had little preparation in selecting, hiring, training, or evaluating paraprofessionals
(French, 1997, 2001; Mueller, 1997; National Joint Committee on Learning Disabilities, 1998;

Pickett & Gerlach, 1997; Radaszewski-Byrne, 1997).



Running Head: PARAPROFESSIONALS AS EDUCATORS 13

Significance

School enrollments are projected to increase slowly over the next decade, with a slightly
greater increase among students identified for special education services (Bureau of Labor
Statistics Occupational Outlook Handbook, 2010). As a result, the employment of
paraprofessionals is expected to grow by ten percent between 2008 and 2018. The No Child Left
Behind Act (2001) also cited the increasing demand for paraprofessionals who were well trained,
able to assist students, and teachers in core academic areas (Title 1, Sec.1119./b, Qualifications
for teachers and paraprofessionals). Such demands required that paraprofessionals and the
teachers with whom they work receive more intensive and specific training prior to entering the
classroom. With the passage of these laws, states and school districts are still trying to assess
what personnel development systems they currently have in place, what remains to be developed
to ensure their paraprofessional workforce is well-trained, qualified, and effectively supervised
(Likins, 2002). This type of training needs to address the following: (a) the increasingly
sophisticated roles that paraprofessionals play in every classroom; (b) the lack of clarity
regarding classroom-based roles for teachers and paraprofessionals; (c) the need for effective
collaboration between paraprofessionals and their supervising teachers; (d) the lack of explicit
strategies to support teachers’ supervision and training of paraprofessionals in their classrooms;
and (e) the lack of administrative structures needed to support paraprofessionals and their
supervising teachers (Giangreco, et al., 2001; Likins, 2002).
Research Questions

The purpose of this case study was to identify (a) the current roles and responsibilities of

paraprofessionals in four substantially separate special education classrooms as defined by the

program supervisor, the special education teachers, and paraprofessionals; (b) the current
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training for paraprofessionals as reported by the program supervisor, special education teachers,
and paraprofessionals; (c) the perceived training needs of paraprofessionals, as viewed by the
program supervisor, special education teachers, and paraprofessionals; (d) the differences and
similarities that exist between current training opportunities and perceived training needs of
paraprofessionals; and (e) the differences and similarities that exists in the perceptions of the
program supervisor, special education teachers, and paraprofessionals. The data collected was
utilized to develop recommendations for a training program that is based on a thorough review of
best practices and the strengths and weaknesses of the current process as revealed by the case
study. The research questions for this doctoral project were as followed:

1. How were the roles and responsibilities of paraprofessionals, who work with special
education students perceived by their supervisor, special education teachers, and
paraprofessionals at The Special Education Collaborative?

2. How were the current training practices of paraprofessionals at The Special Education
Collaborative perceived by their supervisor, special education teachers, and
paraprofessionals?

3. What were the training needs identified for paraprofessionals at The Special Education
Collaborative? How did the role of the supervisor, special education teacher, and
paraprofessionals describe these needs?

4. What were the current structures that are in place for training paraprofessionals at The
Special Education Collaborative and to what degree did these structures align with the

participants’ experiences?
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Theoretical Framework

French (2003) described the management role associated with paraprofessionals and how
the seven executive functions that are associated with paraprofessional supervision may be
shared among members of the educational team. The seven executive functions associated with
paraprofessional supervision were used to analyze and frame the questions for this research
study. Each element of the framework was presented in detail to provide a better understanding
of how this framework would be utilized in this research study.

A single professional is often responsible for performing all of the functions associated
with paraprofessional guidance, supervision, and support. These functions are often performed
by the individual teacher that the paraprofessional is assigned to or to a team of teachers
depending on the paraprofessional’s role (French, 2003). Either way the executive functions
remained the same: orientation, task delegation, scheduling, planning for the paraprofessional,
on-the-job training, performance evaluation, and work environment management. Although
these seven skill areas are general supervisory tasks, research indicated that schools are not
currently providing this level of supervision to paraprofessionals (Frank, Keith & Steil, 1988;
French, 1997; Hoover, 1999; Pickett & Gerlach, 1997). In addition, Young (2006) supported
French’s findings and also argued that adequate training needs to focus on decision making,
delegation, planning, and teachers’ supervisory effectiveness. The importance of administrators
recognizing the need for regularly scheduled time for teachers and paraprofessionals to plan
together is essential.

Orientation.

When people accept employment, they typically experience an initial orientation to the

workplace and the specific job duties, as well as the introduction to their fellow employees
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(Steele, 1994). Such an orientation has not been the case for many paraprofessionals (Pickett &
Gerlach, 2003). According to French (1998), many paraprofessionals enter their first day on the
job with little adult contact and no information about the layout of the school building, the school
rules, the emergency procedures, other faculty, appropriate materials, and instructions for the
students with whom they will be working with.

French (2003), continued to explain that there are five components of paraprofessional
orientation: introductions, written information review, getting acquainted interview, work style
preference analysis, and needs versus skills analysis. First, the newly employed paraprofessional
or the newly transferred paraprofessional should be introduced to the other people who work in
the school and introduced to whomever they will be working with directly. Second, the
paraprofessional should be provided with any and all written policies and procedures used in the
school building (Gerlach, 2010). They should minimally include: (a) emergency and safety
procedures; (b) school rules; (c) routines and standard procedures; (d) school calendar; (e)
building schedule; (f) phone numbers of fellow employees; (g) protocols for reporting absences;
and (h) information about emergency school closings (French, 2003). The school handbook,
when available, should be provided to all staff, including paraprofessionals, at the beginning of
the school year before the start of their first day on the job (Pickett & Gerlach, 2004). Ideally,
French (2003) believed that there should be a meeting with a school administrator or designee to
review all of the procedures and to clarify any questions that may arise.

The third component of paraprofessional orientation should include getting to know
individuals and team members with whom the individual will work with through the use of a
structured opportunity to interview one another. Alexander (1987) and Emery (1991)

recommended that the teacher and paraprofessional engage in a systematic interview and that the
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interviews be documented. The questions should be structured to help both the teachers and the
paraprofessionals get to know one another well enough to establish a strong working
relationship. This orientation interview is not meant to replace a hiring interview; rather, it is
meant to take place at the beginning of employment to help newly employed paraprofessionals
gain knowledge of the building, the classroom routines and provide the team members a chance
to get to know one another.

The fourth component of paraprofessional orientation should include an introduction to
the role of the paraprofessional, the schedule, and the specific job duties that will be required of
them. The need for job descriptions for paraprofessionals is well-documented (Blalock, 1991;
Chung, 2006; French, 1999; Giangreco & Doyle, 2002; Pardee, 1992; Pickett, 1986; Pickett,
Vasa, & Steckelberg, 1993; Stallings, 2000). Since some of the roles of the paraprofessional
have the possibility of overlapping with others’ professional responsibilities, it is important to
ensure that their questions are answered and that it is clear what is expected of them. According
to French (2003), defining the job of paraprofessionals involves five basic steps: (a) create a task
list for paraprofessionals; (b) ask the paraprofessional to review the list; (c) analyze the list; (d)
create a personalized job description; and (e) determine training needs of the paraprofessional (p.
80-88). This includes creating a list of tasks for which the paraprofessional requires additional
training to develop the necessary skills and competencies to be able to be successful on the job.

French further went on to identify the fifth component of orientation as completing a
work style preferences analysis. This will provide the teacher and the paraprofessional the
opportunity to discuss and analyze both of their preferred work styles. The teacher reflects on
his or her own preferences in order to communicate them to the newly employed

paraprofessional. The paraprofessional then clarifies their own preferences in order to
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communicate them. This exercise is intended to be a way for communication to occur about how
they will work together. Knowing one another’s preferences will enable the team to be able to
work more effectively and efficiently with one another. It is important for both of them to
realize that style preferences are not good or bad, but simply that they exist. The lack of initial
recognition of differences often creates interpersonal problems between the paraprofessionals
and the teachers. Tolerance and management of these differences begins with the recognition of
work style preferences.

French also explained the need for the supervisor to analyze the program, the learners’
needs, and then compare these needs to the paraprofessional’s skill level. Depending on the
grade, classroom, and program that the paraprofessional is working in, the expectations for each
setting may be completely different from their last setting (D’ Aquanni, 1997; Fletcher-Campbell,
1992; Pickett, 1999). It may be helpful to develop a needs inventory for the classroom that is
shared with the paraprofessional. This way the paraprofessional can identify their own
preparation and comfort levels regarding each needed area and task.

Task delegation.

According to French (2003), delegation is another executive function that is
fundamentally important to the supervision of paraprofessionals. According to Pickett (1997),
delegation is the process of getting things done through others who have been trained to handle
them; it is the act of entrusting enough authority to another person to get the task done without
giving up responsibility. As the classroom teacher, delegating tasks to paraprofessionals who are
prepared to do the tasks requires the teacher to monitor the completion of the task because they
remain ultimately responsible and accountable for the outcomes of the instruction and the

outcomes of their students.



Running Head: PARAPROFESSIONALS AS EDUCATORS 19

There are numerous reasons why teachers delegate tasks to paraprofessionals. First,
delegation frees the teachers to do work that cannot be delegated to others. Second, it increases
teachers’ productivity; by delegating tasks to a paraprofessional it can double the amount of
work that is accomplished by the teacher. Third, it provides the opportunity for others to develop
new skills and initiatives (Pickett, 1997). Therefore, not only is delegation a way to achieve
increased amounts of attention to students, it is also a way to help paraprofessionals grow and
develop their own skill sets (French, 2003). Sullivan (1980) wrote that effective delegation
requires that the professional “focus on results, not the methods, and allow for mistakes” (p.6).
Thus delegation provides guidance without being overbearing. Pickett (1997) stated delegation
“must specify the outcomes, the time frame and the level of authority, but should not demand
that the paraprofessional perform the task in exactly the same manner as the professional, nor
should it demand perfection” (p.105).

Effective delegation requires effective time management. Effective time management
requires the examination of tasks in terms of two factors: the degree to which it is pressing and
the consequences of completing the task or not completing the task (Pickett, 1997). A task is
pressing if someone is urged to attend to it or to complete it immediately (French, 2003). The
pressing nature of a task may be determined by assessing the consequences of not doing the task
immediately, by the absences or presence of a demanding person, or by organizational
expectations. There is a continuum of tasks given to paraprofessionals. Some are minor
contributions and some are major contributions to the classroom setting. Each teacher and
paraprofessional needs to judge the consequences of each task according to the contribution that

the task has to their program goals and outcomes (French, 2003).
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Many school professionals fail to delegate specific tasks to paraprofessionals, except in
limited ways (Drawbaugh, 1984). Although responsible delegation can assist paraprofessionals
in gaining new skills and initiatives, research indicated that teachers are not prepared or
comfortable delegating tasks to them (Cramer, 1997; French, 1998, 2001). One of the main
reasons why teachers do not necessarily delegate tasks is because when they enter into the
profession they are unprepared to supervise other adults (Vasa, Steckelberg, & Ulrich-Ronning,
1982). Many university programs have not prepared teachers to think of themselves as managers
who are required to fulfill these executive functions (French, 1998; Frith & Lindsey, 1982;
Scruggs & Mastropieri, 1996). Many teachers began their careers under the inaccurate
assumption that they alone would have to do everything needed to provide instruction for their
students. Delegation is a process that consists of a series of six steps, which can be learned by
school professionals even if they entered the profession not believing that paraprofessional
supervision was part of their job (French, 2003). These six steps are much like the steps
identified by Douglas (1979) who worked with corporate executives on similar issues. These
steps include analyzing the task, deciding what to delegate, creating a plan, selecting the right
person, directing the task, and monitoring the performance of the task. The effective manager
will provide ongoing coaching and feedback about the task rather than removing the task from
the paraprofessional (French, 2003).

Managing schedules.

Schedules indicate when tasks should be completed, who should do them, and where
people are during the day or the week. They are often developed simultaneously with lessons or
work plans by the classroom teacher, provide a display that accompanies specific information

contained in the lesson, and the work plan. The plan answers the question, “What does the
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paraprofessional do?”” The schedule answers the questions “When?” and “Where?” (French,
2003). It is most helpful to have the schedules include information about all team members and
be displayed in an area in the classroom where all team members can see it and refer to it. The
features of the schedule should include times, locations, and activities of all team members.

Planning.

The slogan “No Child Left Behind” and recent legislative actions focused the nation’s
attention on accountability for student learning and outcomes (Section 1119 (2)). Planning is
essential if we intend to achieve excellent student outcomes for typical students. It is even more
critical to plan effective curriculum, instruction, modifications, and adaptations if we intend to
achieve acceptable outcomes for students whose learning does not come easy or who are at risk
for educational failure (Giangreco & Doyle, 2002; Giangreco, et al., 2001; Haller, 2007; Wiener
& Tardif, 2004).

It is the teacher’s, or other school professional’s, responsibility to provide plans for the
paraprofessional to follow (Causton-Theoharis, 2009; Devlin, 2008). However, when no one
plans the lessons that the paraprofessional is supposed to deliver, it means that the
paraprofessionals, who are unprepared to plan lessons, are on their own to design the instruction
and the adaptations and modifications for the students (Devlin, 2008). It is not legal or ethical
for a special education paraprofessional to create or plan modifications or adaptations of lessons
that have been designed by general educators (Council for Exceptional Children, 2003; Devlin,
2008; Morgan & Ashbaker, 2001). It is the classroom teacher’s duty to plan the lessons, the
modifications, and the adaptations according to the students Individualized Education Plan, with
consultation from other appropriate professionals (Morgan & Ashbaker, 2001; Pickett &

Gerlach, 2003). The paraprofessional is then able to apply the general modification plan to the
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specific instructional activity or task on a day-to-day basis (Ashbaker, Young & Morgan, 2001;
Blacher & Rodriguez, 2007; Carpenter & Dyal, 2007).

Plans do not necessarily have to adhere to a predetermined format or outline. Most
professional teams use their creative talents to design forms and formats for responding to the
unique characteristics of their own students, classrooms, and needs (French, 2003; Pickett &
Gerlach, 2003). The factors that should be considered include the skills and preferences of the
individual students involved, as well as the needs of the program, and the classroom as a whole.
However, the more consistent and the more user friendly the planning tool is the more likely it
will be utilized and followed through with (Cramer, 1997; Devlin, 2008; French, 2003). The
user friendliness of the form and format is best judged by the paraprofessionals themselves
because they are the ones that have to follow them. The teacher also needs to ensure that the use
of terminology and reading level on these forms is consistent with the paraprofessional’s
knowledge and literacy level (Council For Exceptional Children, 2003; French, 2003; French
1998). Any newly created forms should be pilot tested for a period of time to allow for
feedback, to work out the kinks, and to correct omissions (French 2003; Pickett & Gerlach,
2003). Since there are many variations in programs and service delivery options that these
students receive, it is almost impossible to create just a few standard forms that would work for
every team member and student (Blacher & Rodriguez, 2007). The teacher may have to develop
forms for each paraprofessional and student, depending on the paraprofessionals’ and students’
schedule, demands, and job duties (French 2003; Pickett & Gerlach, 2003). These planning
forms may vary in content and style according to the unique needs of the team members and
students, but they should always include the goal and purpose of the activity/lesson and should

meet the dual tests of ease of use and user friendliness (French, 2003).
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A good plan is brief, easy to read at a glance, and relatively easy to write. They also
contain certain key components. A good plan specifies how to do the task, the purpose of the
task or lesson, the specific student needs to be addressed or strengths on which to capitalize, the
materials to use, and the type of data needed to determine whether the student achievement is
satisfactory, moving in the right direction or unsatisfactory (French, 2003; Pickett & Gerlach,
2003). It is also important for the paraprofessional to understand how the task fits into the
broader goals and outcomes for the student.

The paraprofessional holds the ethical responsibility to follow written plans and oral
directions provided by any or all school professionals assigned to the student with disabilities
(Council for Exceptional Children, 2003, 2010; French, 2003). The written plans do not need to
be complex, but they must be developed by the professionals who assessed the student and
developed the IEP (Council for Exceptional Children, 2003; French, 2003).

The tasks that paraprofessionals perform vary substantially in complexity and risk;
therefore, the type and level of planning will also need to vary depending on the roles and
responsibilities of the paraprofessional. Too often, no one plans for paraprofessionals (French,
2001). When this happens, paraprofessionals are left alone to design and deliver instruction.
French (2003) identified planning variables that teachers should take into consideration when
planning the tasks of paraprofessionals: (a) paraprofessional experience, skills and training; (b)
complexity of the task; and (c) the risks involved.

On-the-job training/mentoring.

The No Child Left Behind Act (2001) cited the increasing demand for paraprofessionals
who are well trained and able to assist students and teachers in core academic areas (Title 1,

Sec.1119./b, Qualifications for teachers and paraprofessionals). Such demands require that
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paraprofessionals and the teachers with whom they work receive more intensive and specific
training prior to entering the classroom. With the passage of these laws, states and school
districts are “scrambling to assess what personnel development systems they currently have in
place, and...what remains to be developed to ensure their paraprofessional workforce is well-
trained, qualified, and effectively supervised” (Likins, 2002, p. 6).

Giangreco and Broer (2005) stated that paraprofessionals who work with students with
special needs do not have the same training as certified or licensed teachers. However, these
individuals are usually assigned to work one-on-one with students with significant learning
difficulties, emotional or behavior disorders, developmental cognitive delays, or autism.
Additional training opportunities and in-services for paraprofessionals throughout the school
year with topics on how to support students with special needs are suggested by multiple
researchers (Blacher & Rodriguez, 2007; Broer, Doyle, & Giangreco, 2005; Devlin, 2008;
Etscheidt, 2005; Giangreco & Broer, 2005, 2007; Hammeken, 2009; Hebdon, 2008; Hughes &
Valle-Riestra, 2008; Malmgren, Causton-Theoharis, & Trezek, 2005; Szwed, 2007).

Training activities may be provided in numerous ways. Some training may occur on the
job, incidentally throughout the day or week, or during team meetings. Other knowledge and
skills demand a more formal setting, perhaps a workshop, course, or seminar held either outside
of the school day or away from the school setting. To be most effective, training should include
theory, demonstration, practice, feedback, and coaching for application (Joyce & Showers,
1980). According to Joyce and Showers (1980), theory means that the skills, strategies, and
components are clearly explained or described; demonstration describes or shows how the skill,
strategy, or concept is applied in realistic situations; practice means that the paraprofessional

actually tries out the skill or applies the concept; and feedback then is provided to the
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paraprofessional regarding their performance so that, in this safe situation, the paraprofessional
can continue to practice until the skill is developed well enough to use on the job. Coaching
occurs on the job while the paraprofessional is working with the students.

Coaching is the most significant of all training practices; it allows for fine tuning of
newly acquired skills, so that these skills can become part of the paraprofessional’s repertoire of
skills (Joyce & Showers, 1980). Without coaching, newly acquired skills may not be applied
correctly or consistently. When teachers take on the role of coaching, they must be sure to
separate the coaching function from the evaluative aspect of their job. Paraprofessionals will not
thrive in situations where the teachers’ coaching actions make them feel as though they are being
evaluated. Teachers need to be sure to provide feedback so that the coaching does not feel like a
threat to the paraprofessional (Joyce & Showers, 1980).

A need assessment is the most commonly used tool for identifying the preferences and
desires of paraprofessionals and provides information about where to start a training program for
paraprofessionals (French, 2003). While needs assessments do provide some sense of preference
and give insight into what paraprofessionals already know about their training needs, they cannot
possibly identify all the training needs of paraprofessionals in regards to all the possible
knowledge or skills they may need. This will help the planning process for developing
professional development activities that are appropriate for paraprofessionals.

When planning professional development for paraprofessionals it is important to
recognize that formal classroom, style training is a preferred mode for numerous aspects of
instructional knowledge and skills (Carroll, 2001; Morgan & Ashbaker, 2001; Frank, et al.,
1988). Many research findings on staff development for teachers also apply to training for

paraprofessionals (Carroll, 2001; Emery, 1991; Frank, et al., 1988; French, 2001, 2003; Frith &
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Lindsey, 1982; Gerlach, 2010). When planning paraprofessional training, there are several
concepts to keep in mind regarding the delivery of the training. The training must include: (a)
adult learning principles; (b) the content of curriculum for paraprofessional training; and (c) the
cost and needs of paraprofessional training materials (Carroll, 2001; Emery, 1991; Frank, Keith,
& Steil, 1988; French, 2001, 2003; Frith & Lindsey, 1982; Gerlach, 2010). There are several
sources of training materials currently available for paraprofessionals. The materials, however,
are not of equal quality. Some materials provide inappropriate instruction, unnecessary
instruction, incorrect information, or advocate a particular point of view (French, 2003).

Along with training paraprofessionals comes the need to document their efforts. Each
paraprofessional should have a paraprofessional growth and development plan (French, 2003).
The teachers who supervise the paraprofessionals should lead the work of creating a growth and
development plan that specifies: (a) the training that is needed or desired; (b) the person
responsible for securing or arranging the training; (c) the date by which it will be accomplished;
and (d) the accountability measures that will assure application of the training to the job duties
(French, 2003). Documenting paraprofessionals’ training is important. First, the No Child Left
Behind Act (2001) cited the increasing demand for paraprofessionals who are well trained, able
to assist students and teachers in core academic areas, and it demanded that this training be
documented by the paraprofessional and the school department (Title 1, Sec.1119./b,
Qualifications for teachers and paraprofessionals). Second, paraprofessionals are more valuable
to the school or program when they acquire more skills. Third, paraprofessionals deserve to be
recognized and honored for increasing their skill levels. Fourth, by documenting
paraprofessionals’ training and skill acquisition it helps to establish the importance of the

training in the culture of the team and the school. It also provides safeguards in two situations:



Running Head: PARAPROFESSIONALS AS EDUCATORS 27

(a) working with paraprofessionals who do not meet the employment standards and (b)
protecting the safety and wellbeing of the students that they service (French, 2003).

Monitoring performance.

Another facet of supervising paraprofessionals is monitoring performance. Pickett
(1997) states “evaluation of paraeducators’ job performance requires judgment and should be
based on fair performance standards, first hand observations, written data, and appropriate
documentation of performance” (p. 129). Performance monitoring adds an extra burden to a
teacher’s already full schedule of duties, but it is essential to insure that the paraprofessional is
performing his/her duties responsibly. Monitoring a paraprofessional’s performance of assigned
tasks ensures that the task will be done correctly and in a timely fashion. The word monitoring
means “observation”. Observation of a paraprofessional’s task performance and behavior is
essential to performance monitoring, to feedback, and the evaluation process (French, 2003, p.
145).

Often there are times that teachers play a substantial role in the evaluation of
paraprofessional performance. Even when their professional contracts prohibit direct evaluative
responsibilities, teachers are often asked to contribute information that will assist in summative
evaluation processes that are required by the district or organization. The teachers’ input into
this process should go beyond the district’s or organization’s formal evaluation procedure and be
used to help promote paraprofessional growth and development (Pickett et al., 1993). Evaluating
paraprofessional performance can highlight the need for additional training or coaching or may
identify high quality work. However, support for teachers in this role requires that

administrators hold teachers responsible, accountable for their programs, and the production of
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their teams. The administrators also need to support teachers’ on-the-job training, coaching, and
provide teachers feedback on their supervisory skills (Pickett & Gerlach 2003).

The supervisory function of monitoring performance is best accomplished through first
hand observations of task performance. Observations can be focused or unfocused depending on
the data and the anticipated outcomes that one expects from it or the specific target behavior.
The skill or task that needs to be observed dictates the type of data to be collected. An unfocused
observation is used when the observer is prepared to look for any of the skills or tasks that have
already been assigned to the paraprofessional. Focused observations, on the other hand, are used
when there has been specific on-the-job training, conversations, or coaching on particular skills
and tasks. Different levels of development are expected at different stages of the
paraprofessional’s employment (Hilton & Gerlach, 1997, p. 12). Performance monitoring can be
used to determine where the next area of focus should be for a paraprofessional to continue to
grow as a professional in the field of special education.

Managing the work environment.

Managing the work environment is the last of the executive functions of paraprofessional
supervision (French, 2003). With all of the team members working together, there is an ongoing
need for effective communication, problem solving, and conflict management (Pickett &
Gerlach, 2004). These components compromise the executive function referred to as workplace
management. School professionals must plan to accomplish each workplace management
component.

Communication is a fundamental team skill (Causton-Theoharis, 2009; Friend & Cook,
1996; Morgan & Ashbaker, 2001). Effective communication requires skill, but even highly

skilled team members cannot consistently share information if there is no system in place. The
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best communication systems allow for two way communication to occur (Friend & Cook, 1996).
Written communication is just one form that is often used between teachers and
paraprofessionals. However, other communication systems that are used are quite successful as
well (Causton-Theoharis, 2009; Morgan & Ashbaker, 2001). For example, back and forth
notebooks, notes on bulletin boards, email, voice messages, and in some cases walkie-talkies, or
cell phones are utilized when they are working in separate parts of the building. No matter what
means of communication is established, it is just as important to have meetings and face-to-face
communication as needed (Causton-Theoharis, 2009; Friend & Cook, 1996; Morgan &
Ashbaker, 2001). Regularly scheduled meetings are a necessary part of communication, problem
solving, and conflict management. When planning meetings, there are six considerations for
planning to have regularly scheduled, productive meetings with paraprofessionals: time, group
norms, meeting location, agendas, documenting decisions, and reviewing effectiveness of the
meetings (Pickett & Gerlach, 2004).

A problem solving sequence is the second plan that needs to be developed and
maintained (Causton-Theoharis, 2009; Friend & Cook, 1996; Morgan & Ashbaker, 2001).
Sometimes paraprofessionals and teachers need to jointly solve problems that have to do with
students, schedules, materials use, space, and instruction. This can be done most efficiently and
effectively when team members agree on a problem-solving process. A problem solving process
should include deciding whether to solve the problem, deciding the criteria for a successful
solution, generating possible alternative solutions, comparing each alternative solution to the
criteria, selecting one or more alternatives to implement, planning how to monitor, and evaluate

the solution (Causton-Theoh