
This article describes the development of and directions for
using a 16-item screening tool designed to assist cross-
stakeholder school teams in determining the extent to which
they may be overreliant on special education paraprofessionals
or using them inappropriately. The content of the tool is based
on contemporary, descriptive research regarding paraprofes-
sionals in inclusive schools. Additionally, the article describes
the field-testing of the screening tool in 27 schools (Grades
K–12) in six states. Findings suggest that all 16 screening items
represent substantial concerns that interfere with the delivery 
of high-quality inclusive schooling. Implications for practice are
discussed.

Contemporary literature regarding special education
paraprofessionals highlights that the number of para-
professionals employed to support students with dis-

abilities continues to increase at the same tc-e tcathatsn8y0
& Ashbaker, 2001; Pickett, Likins, & Wallace, 2003; Riggs &
Mueller, 2001; Tillery, Werts, Roark, & Harris, 2003; Wallace,
Shin, Bartholomay, & Stahl, 2001).

Implicit in much of the literature is the underlying assump-
tion that the expanding use of special education parapro-
fessionals is a necessary, desirable, and seemingly inevitable
movement, especially given the challenges associated with in-
cluding increasing numbers of students with more complex
needs in general education classes and the federal emphasis on
ensuring their access to the general education curriculum.
Much of the literature seems to imply that the inclusive edu-

cation challenges facing the field will be addressed if a better
job is done of hiring, acknowledging, orienting, training, and
supervising the continually expanding paraprofessional work-
force.

It is not surprising that many general education teachers
consider the use of a paraprofessional to accompany a student
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distributed across a range of general education teachers and
classrooms.

The second part of the tool is a ranking of problem clus-
ters. On the third page of the tool, the 16 statements are di-
vided into four clusters, each consisting of four screening
statements: (a) excessive proximity or isolation within the
classroom (Statements 2, 3, 12, 13), (b) questionable resource
allocation or instructional role mismatch (Statements 1, 5, 14,
15), (c) insufficient special educator and/or (general educa-
tion) teacher ownership and engagement (Statements 4, 6, 9,
16), and (d) dependence on paraprofessionals or inappropri-
ate autonomy (Statements 7, 8, 10, 11). These clusters were
derived conceptually by the authors by grouping similarly
themed items together; they have not been validated.

Directions for Using the Screening Tool

The screening tool is designed for use by a cross-stakeholder
team in an effort to encourage diverse perspectives related to
each screening statement. Recent research has documented

FIGURE 1. The school-based screening tool. Note. IEP =
Individualized Education Program. From “Working With
Paraprofessionals,” by M. F. Giangreco, 2003, Educational
Leadership, 61(2), pp. 50–53. Copyright 2003 by 
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only that the concerns included in the screening tool have
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teams. These included team concerns that (a) paraprofession-
als or general education classroom teachers are unfamiliar with
IEP goals and other curriculum content for students with dis-
abilities, (b) paraprofessionals make curricular or instructional
decisions or adaptations without general education teacher or
special educator oversight, (c) students with disabilities receive
their primary instruction from paraprofessionals, and (d) when
it is time to report on students’ progress, general education
teachers or special educators rely on paraprofessionals because
they know more about the students with disabilities.

The five least frequently identified concerns were reported
by between 33% (n = 9) and 48% (n = 13) of teams. These in-
cluded concerns that in some situations (a) paraprofessionals
operate with virtually unrestricted autonomy, (b) professionals
do clerical tasks while paraprofessionals are teaching, (c) stu-

dents with disabilities spend time with paraprofessionals that
typically would be spent with peers, (d) paraprofessionals have
more developed relationships with parents than professionals
do, and (e) the absence of the paraprofessional results in a “lost
day” because the student with a disability stays home, or his
or her parent serves as a substitute paraprofessional.

Team Decisions to Proceed 
With Action Planning
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the formal planning process. In this one instance, the school
team reported that 12 of the 16 indicators of concern hap-
pened rarely or never. The remaining four indicators happened
sometimes or for some students, and no indicators of concern
happened frequently or too often.

Clustering and Ranking Categories of Need

Among the 26 schools that continued using the process, their
clustering and ranking of the indicators suggested that overall
the greatest category of concern was questionable resource
allocation or instructional role mismatches. Seventeen of the
schools ranked this category as their greatest (n = 15) or
second-greatest (n = 2) area of need. Insufficient special edu-
cator and/or (general education) teacher ownership and en-
gagement was the next most highly rated category of need
among these schools, with four schools ranking it as their
greatest area of need and nine ranking it second. This was fol-
lowed closely by excessive proximity or isolation within the
classroom, with four schools ranking it as their greatest area of
need and eight ranking it second. Even though dependence
on paraprofessionals or inappropriate autonomy was the low-
est rated among the four categories, 10 teams ranked this cat-
egory as either their greatest (n = 3) or second-greatest (n =
7) area of need.

Discussion

Field-testing documented the presence of all of the statements
of concern included in the screening tool among a substantial
number of teams, suggesting that all of the statements of con-
cern do indeed warrant inclusion in the list of screening items.
Given the wide range of school demographic characteristics
(e.g., enrollment, location, minority population, special edu-
cation service delivery) in the sample, it is notable that so many
schools had a consistent pattern of multiple concerns.

Though all 16 items were important to schools across the
sample, the data show a hierarchy of concerns. Despite this
stratification, it is vital to recognize the relationships among
the indicators of concern. Taken as a set, the top six concerns
(each identified by 85%–96% of the schools) suggest that
school teams are concerned about the increasing numbers of
paraprofessionals, how they are being used, and the unin-
tended negative impact they have on some students with dis-
abilities.

Given the potentially restrictive outcomes inherent in pro-
viding paraprofessional support (e.g., dependence, interference
with peer interactions, interference with general education
teacher ownership), it is advisable to apply least restrictive en-
vironment principles to consideration of support support
mechanisms. In this case, assigning a student with disabilities
extensive paraprofessional support is one of the most poten-
tially different and restrictive supports that can be offered in
school; therefore it should be considered with great caution,
rather than being the default option. Though some students

may require intensive paraprofessional support, it is advisable
to explore and attempt less restrictive options (e.g., peer sup-
ports, general education teacher involvement, coteaching) first.

Concerns about whether paraprofessionals are being asked
to provide academic supports in subjects where they are un-
skilled or underskilled pose obvious instructional access and
quality issues for students with disabilities. From a legal per-
spective these concerns may be interpreted as interfering with
the provision of a free appropriate public education (FAPE;
Etscheidt, 2005). Concerns about paraprofessionals’ academic
skills and ability to teach often leads schools to the conclusion
that their paraprofessionals need more targeted training. While
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they interact as mothers, friends, primary teachers, or pro-
tectors (Broer et al., 2005). Considering the perspectives
shared by people with disabilities, one is left to wonder whether
the currently dominant paraprofessional models are healthy
and equitable or whether some aspects of them are unhealthy
and represent unacceptable double standards. Maybe most
importantly, schools should be encouraged to foster self-
determination by including students with disabilities in deci-
sions about their own supports.

Although the next set of concerns (ranked 7–11 in Ta-
ble 1) were slightly less prevalent, they were still substantial
concerns, each identified by between 59% and 81% of the
schools. Collectively, these indicators of concern focused on
classroom-level curricular and instructional practices. Schools
were concerned that for some of their students with disabili-
ties (a) the general education teachers in the classrooms where
they were placed were minimally involved, (b) paraprofession-
als and general teachers were insufficiently familiar with IEP
goals and other curricular components, (c) paraprofessionals
were making curricular and/or instructional decisions without
professional oversight, (d) paraprofessionals were providing
primary instruction, and (e) when it came time to report stu-
dents’ progress, teachers or special educators relied on para-
professionals because paraprofessionals knew more about the
educational status of students with disabilities.

The team responses in this study raise serious questions
about the expectations of various personnel and the factors
that are leading to the prevalence of these indicators of con-
cern. Do teachers think it is their role to be instructionally en-
gaged with all types of students with disabilities (even those
with intensive support needs) who are placed in their classes?
Who is supervising the paraprofessionals to ensure that they
are actually helping teach students based on professionally pre-
pared and monitored plans that they are adequately trained to
implement?

Recent research suggests that teacher expectations of own-
ership remain a critical issue for the success of inclusive place-
ments (Giangreco, Broer, & Edelman, 2001). One recent study
suggested that special educator working conditions (e.g., case-
load, number of paraprofessionals to supervise, paperwork
load) could be a key reason why special educators spend pro-
portionally less time providing instruction to students with dis-
abilities than do paraprofessionals (Giangreco & Broer, 2005).
Leaving paraprofessionals to make pedagogical decisions and
provide primary instruction may be a violation of FAPE that
results in legal actions and remedies (Etscheidt, 2005).

Even the lowest ranked screening statements (ranked
12–16 in Table 1) still occurred with some regularity and were
reported as concerns by between 33% and 48% of the school
teams. These screening items offer different examples of the
same types of concerns identified in the earlier statements
(e.g., paraprofessional autonomy, insufficient professional in-
volvement, role mismatches) and similar implications (e.g.,
more professional involvement and ownership, supervision,
role clarification).

Conclusions

The field-testing described in this article suggests that the
screening tool is a practical and effective way for schools to
consider whether they are overreliant on paraprofessionals 
or are using them inappropriately. The tool helps cross-
stakeholder team members share their potenti0.1eon 33%uat(uction, and (e)-37(fic(ecent ss-)]TJ
tway fosapr)astu-eeninthe earlier statem paerts tool is . BTJ
as (eaity and w thav






