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tional w isdom suggests prov iding more indiv idual 
adult support should be a positive action. Yet research 
documents that prov iding such suppor t, especially 
the assignment of  a one-to-one paraprofessional, is 
fraught with a host of  inadvertent detrimental effects, 
se ver al of  w hich are outlined in Table 1. Althoug h 
current research on the use and impact of  paraprofes-
sionals includes some students w ith ADHD, existing 
studies are not focused exclusively on this group; so 
the information included here crosses special-needs 
categories.

Teacher versus paraprofessional instruction
Despite good intentions, the assignment of a parapro-
fessional may represent a mismatch between student 
need and the nature of the support. The professional 
literature on paraprofessional utilization has not of-
fered a logical, conceptual, or theoretical argument 
for assigning the least qualified personnel, namely 
paraprofessionals, to provide a substantial amount of 
academic or social support to students with the most 
complex learning profiles; yet nationally we continue 
to do so with increasing frequency. For example, if 
a student with ADHD is having difficulty in math, 
it doesn’t make sense to provide extra support from 
a paraprofessional who may not be skilled in math. 
Rather, additional instruction with a highly qualified 

Reprinted with the permission of the copyright holder, Michael Giangreco, from Giangreco, M. F. (2007). Absurdities 
and realities of special education: The complete digital set [searchable CD]. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin. http://
www.corwin.com/booksProdDesc.nav?prodId=Book232648&
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Table 1. Inadvertent detrimental effects associated with excessive paraprofessional proximity
Category of effect Description

Separation from 
classmates

A student with a disability and paraprofessional are seated in the back or side of the room, physically 
separated from the class.

Unnecessary 
dependence

A student with a disability is hesitant to participate without paraprofessional direction, prompting, or 
cueing.

Interference with peer 
interaction

Paraprofessionals can create physical or symbolic barriers interfering with interactions between a 
student with disabilities and classmates.

Insular relationship A student with a disability and paraprofessional do most everything together, to the exclusion of 
others (e.g., peers).

Feelings of 
stigmatization

A student with a disability expresses embarrassment/discomfort about having a paraprofessional 
because it makes him/her standout in negative ways.

Limited access to 
competent instruction

Paraprofessionals are not always skilled in providing instruction. Some do the work for the students 
they support in an effort to keep up; this is a sign that instruction has not been adequately adapted.

Interference with 
teacher engagement

Teachers tend to be less involved when a student with a disability has a one-to-one paraprofessional 
because individual attention is already available to the student

Loss of personal 
control

When paraprofessionals do too much for the students with disabilities they may not exercise choices 
that are typical of other students

Feelings of persecution
Some students report that because they are constantly being watched by adults, their behavior is 
scrutinized differently; minor infractions that might not be noticed or addressed when done by other 
students result in consequences for them.

Provocation of problem 
behaviors

Some students with disabilities express their dislike of paraprofessional support by displaying 
undesirable behaviors (e.g., running away, foul language, aggression).

Risk of being bullied Some students are teased or bullied because they are assigned a paraprofessional.

Adapted from: Giangreco, M. F., Yuan, S., McKenzie, B., Cameron, P., & Fialka, J. (2005). “Be careful what you wish for…”: Five reasons to be concerned about the assignment of individual 
paraprofessionals. Teaching Exceptional Children, 37(5), 28-34. 

teacher, special educator, or math specialist may better match the need.



making curricular or instructional decisions. 
 ● Paraprofessionals should be trained to properly implement these 
teacher-developed plans. 

 ● Paraprofessionals should be trained to constructively manage and 
respond to challenging student behaviors that might arise during 
instruction. 

 ● Paraprofessionals should receive ongoing monitoring and supervi-
sion from qualified professionals—not be left to fend for themselves 
(as they too often are).
The problem is that these logical conditions for the successful use 

of paraprofessionals are not the rule, more typically they are the ex-
ception. For decades the US literature has repeatedly reported three 
persistent problems related to paraprofessional utilization: lack of role 
clarity, inadequate training, and insufficient supervision. Standard ap-

proaches to these problems have not always yielded desired outcomes.
Role clarification efforts have sometimes resulted in paraprofes-

sionals being inappropriately assigned tasks that are more properly 
the responsibility of teachers and special educators (for example, plan-
ning, adapting, primary instruction, communication with families). 
Contemporary role clarification efforts acknowledge that schools 
can consider appropriate roles for paraprofessionals only after the 
roles of teachers and special educators have first been appropriately 
established.
Others have fallen prey to the training trap. This occurs when 

paraprofessionals receive virtually any, even a scant, amount or level 
of training, and then professionals unadvisedly relinquish ever more 
instructional responsibility for students with disabilities to them based 
on the questionable reasoning, “Now they are trained!”

Are Paraprofessional Supports Helpful?

Reprinted with the permission of the copyright holder, Michael Giangreco, from Giangreco, M. F. (2007). Absurdities and realities of special education: The 
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Adapted from: Giangreco, M. F., Yuan, S., McKenzie, B., Cameron, P., & Fialka, J. (2005). “Be careful what you wish for…”: Five reasons to be concerned about the assignment of individual 
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Table 2. Alternatives to overreliance on paraprofessionals
Category of 
Alternatives Brief Description of Alternatives

Resource Reallocation Trading in paraprofessional positions to hire additional special education teachers provides increased 
access to more highly qualified personnel.

Co-teaching
Teachers and special educators work together in the same classroom. To maintain a naturally 
occurring number of students special needs, it may be necessary to share a special educator across 
three or four classes.

Building Capacity of 
Teachers

Teacher capacity can be built in a variety of areas (e.g., expectations of teacher engagement with 
students with disabilities, differentiated instruction, universal design, response to instruction, positive 
behavior supports, assistive technology, information about current evidence-based practices).

Paperwork 
Paraprofessionals

Paraprofessionals may be assigned clerical paperwork duties that free time for special educators to 
collaborate with teachers and work directly with students. 

Improving Working 
Conditions for Special 
Educators and 
Classroom Teachers


