
More students with a wider
range of disabilities, in-
cluding those with low-in-
cidence disabilities (e.g.,
intellectual disabilities,

autism, multiple disabilities), are receiving part or
all of their instruction in the same classrooms as
their peers without disabilities (McGregor & Vo-
gelsberg, 1998). The use of paraprofessionals in

public schools has become one of the primary
mechanisms by which students with disabilities
are being supported in general education classes
(Giangreco, Edelman, Broer, & Doyle, 2001).
Therefore, it is not surprising that there has been
a substantial increase in the number of parapro-
fessionals hired to support students with disabili-
ties (French, 2003). Correspondingly, there has
been an increase in the amount of research de-
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voted to paraprofessional issues. We identified 23
studies about special education paraprofessionals
published between 1997 and 2004. Although
these 23 studies focused on students in the
United States, paraprofessional issues are being
studied in other countries as well, such as Aus-
tralia (Hall & Macvean, 1997); Sweden (Hem-
mingsson, Borell, & Gustavsson, 2003; Skar &
Tamm, 2001); and the United Kingdom
(Cremin, Thomas, & Vincett, 2003; Lacey,
2001). 

Of the 23 U.S. studies, only 4 involved in-
terventions with a combined total of 14 students
(Causton-Theoharis & Malmgren, (2005); Mc-
Donnell, Johnson, Polychronis, & Risen, 2002;
Werts, Zigmond, & Leeper, 2001; Young, Simp-
son, Myles, & Kamps, 1997).  Two others were
evaluation studies of a schoolwide planning pro-
cess to improve paraprofessional supports (Gian-
greco, Broer, & Edelman, 2002a; Giangreco,
Edelman, & Broer, 2003); and one was an evalua-
tion of paraprofessional training materials (Gian-
greco, Backus, CichoskiKelly, Sherman, &
Mavropoulos, 2003).

The remaining 16 studies were all descrip-
tive investigations. Eight studies were qualitative
(Downing, Ryndak, & Clark, 2000; French &
Chopra, 1999; Giangreco, Broer, & Edelman,
2001; Giangreco, Edelman, & Broer, 2001; Gian-
greco, Edelman, Luiselli, & MacFarland, 1997;
Marks, Schrader, & Levine, 1999; Morgan, Ash-
baker, & Allred, 2000; Tillery, Werts, Roark, &
Harris, 2003). Four studies were quantitative
(French, 2001; Hadadian & Yssel, 1998; Mi-
nondo, Meyer, & Xin, 2001; Wallace, Shin,
Bartholomay, & Stahl, 2001), and 4 relied on
combining quantitative and qualitative methods
(French, 1998; Giangreco, Broer, & Edelman,
2002b; Riggs, 2001; Riggs & Mueller, 2001). All
16 studies obtained the perspectives of various
stakeholders (e.g., teachers, special educators,
paraprofessionals) about a variety of paraprofes-



M E T H O D

DE S I G N

This descriptive study utilized a qualitative design
involving semistructured interviews that explored
the experiences and perspectives of participants
who were receiving paraprofessional supports in
general education classrooms.   

PA RT I C I PA N T S

Participants were identified with the assistance of
two advocacy organizations in Vermont, Green
Mountain Self-Advocates (GMSA) and Cham-
plain ARC. The study included a purposeful sam-
ple of 16 young adults with intellectual
disabilities. See Table 1 for demographic informa-
tion (e.g., gender, age, disability, employment).
All of the participants were verbal and had suffi-
cient language abilities to respond to interview
questions with descriptive responses (e.g., they
could recall and describe events and perspectives).
All participants received special education
throughout their school years and paraprofes-
sional support in general education classes. The
extent to which study participants were enrolled
in general education classes with support varied,
ranging from full-time membership throughout
their school years to a few high school classes
(e.g., American History, Band, Biology, Choir,
Computer, Earth Science, English, Health, Home
Economics, Math, Outdoor Leadership, Photog-
raphy, Physical Education). 

All participants completed high school
within the past 5 years with the exception of the
youngest participant, who was in her last 2
months of school, and the oldest participant, age
29, who was included at the recommendation of
GMSA because she had strong memories and per-
spectives on her school experiences that she
wanted to share. We purposely sought respon-
dents who had completed school to minimize the
risk that participating in the study might compro-
mise existing relationships with paraprofessionals
and to increase the likelihood that these former
students would speak freely about their experi-
ences. We had been advised by GMSA that power
relationships that sometimes exist between adults
and students might cause some respondents to be
less than forthcoming if they were still in school.

Participants attended a total of 11 different
high schools in northern and central Vermont.
Nine participants attended 9 different high
schools. Four students attended a 10th high
school with overlapping years of attendance that
spanned 4 different completion years. Three oth-
ers attended the 11th high school with overlap-
ping years of attendance that spanned 2 different
completion years. The paraprofessionals who sup-
ported these students while they were in high
school were all different individuals with two ex-
ceptions. The school that included 4 participants
had one paraprofessional who supported 3 of the
students, though in different years. The school
that included 3 participants had one paraprofes-
sional who supported 2 of the students, though in
different years. 

PR O C E D U R E S

When interviewing individuals with intellectual
disabilities, an important consideration is their ca-
pacity to remember experiences, in this case from
their school years. The three-person research team
addressed these interviewing challenges by first
identifying and reviewing literature about mem-
ory. In part, it indicated that there is wide vari-
ability of memory characteristics among
individuals with intellectual disabilities (Hale &
Borkowski, 1991; Turnure, 1991). However,
some researchers have found stable aspects of
memory across a range of age and cognitive vari-
ables (Krinsky-McHale, Devenny, Kittler, & Sil-
verman, 2003). 

Additionally, we studied general issues
about interviewing individuals with intellectual
disabilities such as problems associated with (a)
understanding questions, (b) responding to open-
ended questions, (c) repeatedly giving the same
answer to different questions, (d) pleasing the in-
terviewer by saying what they think the inter-
viewer wants to hear, and (e) significant others
influencing or filtering participant responses dur-
ing interviews (Biklen & Moseley, 1988; Walker
1999). We met as a group three times prior to
conducting any interviews to discuss the litera-
ture, heighten our awareness of the issues (e.g.,
acquiescence), and develop a plan to incorporate
suggestions from the literature into our interview
protocol (e.g., build rapport, repeat, rephrase, as-
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sure confidentiality, break questions into smaller
parts, clarify role of support person).

We mailed prospective participants infor-
mation about the study, a consent form to sign,
and a one-page information form to be completed
(e.g., name, age, date of high school completion,
list of high school general education classes at-
tended, names of paraprofessionals and teachers).
Participants were also asked whether they pre-
ferred to be interviewed individually or have an
advocate present. All materials were returned in a
self-addressed, postage-paid envelope provided by
the researchers.

We screened each submitted set of materials
to ensure that the participants were recent gradu-
ates and had participated in general education
classes with paraprofessional support to some ex-
tent. Then the first author spoke with prospective
participants by telephone to verify their capacity
to recall and communicate educational experi-
ences. He used the questions from the one-page
information form as the basis for a brief conversa-
tion to ascertain the individual’s ability to be in-
terviewed. For example, he asked questions like:
“Where did you go to high school?” “What year
did you finish?” “What classes did you 
take?” “Do you remember the names of your
teachers?” “Do you remember people who helped
the teachers? They might have been called assis-
tants or by some other name like paraeducators.”
Based on responses to these types of questions,
the first author decided whether or not to include
the individual from the sample. One of the re-
search team members contacted those who were
selected to schedule an interview.  Six potential
study participants were not interviewed because
the first author deemed that they were unable to
sufficiently recall or communicate their high
school experiences. These 6 individuals differed
from the 16 who were interviewed only in regard
to their memory and communication abilities;
they did not differ in any other meaningful ways
(e.g., level of involvement in general education,
extent of paraprofessional support, employment,
living arrangement).

The majority of participants (12) chose to
be interviewed in their homes. Two were inter-
viewed in agency offices near their homes and 2
were interviewed at the researcher’s office. Fifteen
participants requested the presence of a support

person during interviews (see Table 1). In these
situations where a support person was present to
assist with memory prompting or communica-
tion, he or she was reminded that his or her role
was not to answer questions for participants or in-
terpret their responses. All interviews were audio-
taped with written permission of participants
and/or their legal guardians.

A topical interview guide was developed
based on existing literature regarding special edu-
cation paraprofessionals (Giangreco, Edelman,
Broer, & Doyle, 2001; Marks et al., 1999; Pickett
& Gerlach, 2003). Each interview included four
broad categories. First, each participant was ori-
ented to the purpose of the interview and asked a
few questions about themselves in an effort to
build rapport (e.g., “Where do you live?” “Are
you working?” “What are some of your favorite
activities?”). The one-page information form col-
lected prior to the interview was used during the
interview as a way to orient participants to their
educational experiences and jog their memory. 

Second, participants were asked to describe
their experiences in school, particularly those that
related to paraprofessional supports (e.g., “What
did the teacher assistant/aide do to help you?”
“What was it like having an adult assigned specif-
ically to help you in school?” “How did other
people, like your classmates, react to you having
an adult with you during class?”). Initial questions
were based on existing topics and findings from
the literature (e.g., roles of paraprofessionals,
proximity, teacher roles, peer interactions). 

Third, participants were asked for their per-
spectives about the supports they received (e.g.,
“What did you like or dislike about the supports
you received?” “How did you feel about it?”
“What did you find most and least helpful?”
“Were there any times that you didn’t need to
have an assistant helping you?”).   

Fourth, participants were asked what advice
they would offer to school personnel (e.g., “If you
were back in school, how would you like things to
be different?” “What would you like to tell your
teachers and assistants about what it is like having
a paraprofessional help you in class?”). Because
the interviews were semistructured, follow-up
questions differed based on participant responses.
Researchers rephrased questions repeatedly in



order to increase the probability that responses
from participants were accurately understood. 

After each research team member com-
pleted one interview, the research team met to de-
brief and discuss findings of the initial interviews.
As a result, minor adjustments were made to the
protocol. For example, issues related to bullying
were not part of the initial interview guide be-
cause it was not identified as an issue in the para-
professional literature. Because it emerged in each
of the initial interviews, it was probed in subse-
quent interviews.

DATA AN A LY S I S

All interviews were audiotaped, transcribed verba-
tim, and reviewed by the research team. Tran-
scripts were imported into a qualitative,
text-sorting program, HyperQual3 (Padilla,
1999). The first author, who conducted the pri-
mary data analysis, established thorough familiar-
ity with the data by (a) conducting half of the
interviews, (b) listening to all interview tapes, and
(c) reading all transcribed interviews. Data were
analyzed inductively using categorical coding
(Taylor & Bogdan, 1998). Transcripts were
marked by hand using 60 initial codes (e.g., para-
professional roles, instruction, friends) using
terms descriptive of text content. Particularly de-
scriptive passages were highlighted and notes were
maintained on emerging themes. The interviews
were then re-read and data were re-categorized or
combined into 31 codes (e.g., bullying, depen-
dence, frustration with academics, instruction by
teacher, proximity, stigma). HyperQual3 was used
to sort data into 31 code-specific reports. Induc-
tive analysis was applied to the code-specific re-
ports to assist in the identification of themes,
which overlapped code categories. The research
team reviewed themes to confirm that analyses
were consistent with their interview experiences;
then they collaboratively conceptualized and
wrote the findings.   

F I N D I N G S

The overarching finding of this study revealed the
primacy, and sometimes exclusivity, of relation-
ships between these former students and the para-
professionals assigned to support them. This

finding was evidenced through four interrelated
themes pertaining to consumer perspectives of
paraprofessionals as (a) mother, (b) friend, (c)
protector from bullying, and (d) primary teacher.
Each theme provides insights into the relation-
ships between students with disabilities and para-
professionals, how those relationships affected the
students’ self-perceptions, as well as their interac-
tions with their teachers and classmates without
disabilities. 

It is not surprising that within each of these
themes, the study participants offered a range of
perspectives that were intertwined with their af-
fective recollections about the paraprofessionals.
Although some spoke about paraprofessionals
positively, (e.g., “They’re very nice, they’re great”
“He was there for me”), others reported feeling
mistreated, misunderstood, and not meshing well
with the paraprofessional who was assigned to
them (e.g., “She didn’t really understand who I re-
ally was” “She was mean” “She used to put me
down” “I don’t like being yelled at”  “Sometimes I
thought they weren’t patient enough . . . just try-
ing to get it done and over with”).

PA R A P R O F E S S I O N A L A S MOT H E R

I was kind of getting embarrassed because I al-
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preferring paraprofessionals of the same gender
was described by a former student, who is male,
this way, “I was more comfortable with men be-
cause sometimes I just feel more embarrassed if I
was with a woman.” Participants made links be-
tween age, gender, and mother designations that



Although several participants spoke posi-
tively about their friendships with paraprofession-
als, others recognized that it interfered with peer
relationships. As one participant explained,
“When they [paraprofessionals] go by you, they
cut into your conversation and stuff.” Another
commented, “When I’m having a conversation
with my friends, all of a sudden, there’s a break in
[by a paraprofessional], and it breaks it off [my
conversation with peers].” The desire to establish
friendships often was tempered with frustration
and sometimes astonishment (e.g., “I want to
learn more about friends, like being a friend. But
I can hardly do it if I have no friends” “I still can’t
understand why they just didn’t want to have
nothing to do with me”). For some, isolation and
a restricted range of friendships continued into
the postschool years.

PA R A P R O F E S S I O N A L A S PR OT E C TO R FR O M

BU L LY I N G

Eleven of the 16 study participants reported expe-
riencing various forms of bullying while they were
students. The presence of a paraprofessional in
close proximity to these students with disabilities
served to shield them, temporarily and situation-
ally, from mistreatment. Some of these former
students endured name-calling (e.g., “They would
say words like, ‘you’re stupid’ or ‘you’re no good.’
Some kids called me retarded”). Others reported

loss of personal property (e.g., “They would steal
my lunch money”) or physical abuse such as
being pushed, hit, or having objects thrown at
them. Two former students, who attended differ-
ent schools, reported instances of being forced
into lockers, and a third reported being forced
into a trash can by other students. Bullying re-
portedly occurred most often when students were
not accompanied by a paraprofessional and were
outside the classroom (e.g., cafeteria, gym, hall-

ways, school bus). The emotional wounds of these
experiences remained fresh for several of the study
respondents as evidenced by the fact that the re-
counting of their stories of bullying brought
many of them to tears. 

Several study participants indicated their
belief that the reasons they were picked on in
school related to their perceived disability differ-
ences (e.g., “This kid picked on me because I was
totally different from other kids. I [have] Down
syndrome, mentally retarded”). They also specu-
lated that some bullying stemmed from personal
characteristics or circumstances that were not dis-
ability related (e.g., “how my teeth were crooked
and how I was overweight” “My mom sent me to
school after [we] got sprayed by a skunk and all of
our clothes were smelly. That was an awful day to
live with. She wouldn’t let me stay home and get
rid of it [the smell]”). 

At other times, in-class experiences led to
mistreatment outside of the classroom. Some-
times stigma associated with paraprofessional sup-
port was perceived by respondents as the catalyst
for being bullied, “People picked on me because I
had an aide. The kids would pick on me because
they didn’t need anybody and I did.” In reference
to physical education class, a respondent stated,
“I’d get picked on by how I’d played and stuff
with the kids [in gym class].” When one student



the wheelchair—to stand up for his rights—to
speak up for him, because he couldn’t speak.”

When participants were asked about their
perceptions of how adults responded to incidents
of bullying, although a couple responded affirma-
tively, (e.g., “I got the support I needed where I
could deal with it”), more commonly they re-
ported their perception that adults were unaware
of the extent of bullying experienced by students
with disabilities and that they were ineffective in
responding to it. “They [adults in school] didn’t
talk to the kids about how they were treating each
other… the teachers would not deal with it and
the principal wouldn’t really do much about it.”
In reference to bullying on the school bus, a study
participant recalled, “He [the driver] didn’t try to
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Others talked about recognizing the benefits of a
paraprofessional for behavior support,  “I get out
of control; but when I had someone around me,
it made me stop.” 

Some former students reported awareness
of paraprofessionals fading their support, “He
[the paraprofessional] knew when to back off.” A
small number of respondents experienced system-
atic fading of paraprofessional supports, “At first I
had them [paraprofessionals] in every class and
then it went down to only the hard classes.”
When fading of paraprofessional supports was
successfully achieved, respondents spoke about
the experience with excitement and pride in their
voices, “At the end of the school year, when I was
a senior, she like, let me go into my classroom by
myself and didn’t come with me at all!”   

Yet a more common experience was study
participants’ frustration with the constancy of
paraprofessional supports, “I want to be indepen-
dent…in the halls, in the cafeteria.”  “Well, some-
times I get tired of being with someone [a
paraprofessional] for a long time.” These individ-
uals expressed a dislike for the ways in which the
paraprofessionals offered their support, and they
sought to distance themselves from them. “It feels
like I’m being babysat from class to class to class.”
“It [having a paraprofessional assigned to me] 
embarrasses me.” Another individual commented,
“I don’t want all those [paraprofessionals] with me
all, every day.”

Several study participants commented that
the work in their general education classes was
too difficult for them, that they did not under-
stand the teacher’s large group instruction, and
that it was a challenge to keep up in class.  A rare
exception was a former student who discussed his
success and enjoyment of an elective high school
course called “Outdoor Leadership.” He at-
tributed his success in this class to the personal at-
tributes of the teacher (e.g., “He’s a great guy”)
and to the teaching format, which consisted pri-
marily of activity-based groups. 

There were only a few instances in which
the study participants described anything that
might be considered a modification of curriculum
or instruction to meet their individual learning
needs. Although such accommodations likely oc-
curred to some extent and were alluded to by

some of the respondents (e.g., “He would read
and tell me what to write”), the participants’ most
common recollections included paraprofessionals
intervening while the student was still attempting
to complete their work (e.g., “ They would tell
me words when I’m trying to sound them out,
and that bothered me”); or experiencing repeti-
tion, (e.g., “They just give you the same stuff all
the time; it repeats”). The most common recollec-
tion across study participants was that of the para-
professional actually doing the work for them. “I
didn’t even have to do anything. She pretty much
did it all for me.” Another respondent summa-
rized the paraprofessionals’ strategy for keeping
up with class this way, “I guess I pretty much got
the stuff [completed by the paraprofessional] and
put my name on it.”

ST U DY LI M I TAT I O N S

There are study limitations to be considered when
reviewing the preceding themes. First, this study
included a relatively small number of participants
from one state and relied on a single data source
(i.e., interviews at a single point in time). These
data reflect the perspectives of a relatively homo-
geneous group of young adults in terms of their
language, memory, and intellectual characteristics.
The extent to which the findings might overlap
the experiences of people with more severe intel-
lectual disabilities, those without formal language
systems, or those with other disability labels (e.g.,
sensory disabilities, autism, multiple disabilities)
is unknown. We documented that all participants
were included in general education classes and re-
ceived paraprofessional support to varying ex-
tents. However, given the retrospective nature of
the data collection, we cannot state with certainty
(a) the specific number of years or amount of
time each participant spent in general education
classes, (b) the exact nature of the supports pro-
vided by the paraprofessionals, or (c) the school
culture or other contextual variables and how they
may have influenced participant responses. De-
spite its limitations, this study includes com-
pelling consumer perspectives regarding the
impact and effect of receiving paraprofessional
supports, and it offers an initial contribution on a
topic of importance where little other data from
self-advocates currently exist. 



D I S C U S S I O N

Findings of this study present participants’ posi-
tive, negative, and sometimes ambivalent perspec-
tives about paraprofessionals as mother, friend,
protector, and primary teacher. These interrelated
themes highlight the primacy and complexity of
the relationships that exist between these former
students with intellectual disabilities and the para-
professionals assigned to support them.

Though each of the four interrelated
themes could be construed as being positive, espe-
cially in situations where they were perceived fa-
vorably (e.g., paraprofessional as a friend or
protector), we suggest that each of the four
themes actually presents cause for concern, re-
gardless of whether they were perceived positively
or negatively by the consumer. For example,
school is one of the key social environments
where children and adolescents establish relation-
ships and an identity separate from their parents.
When paraprofessionals function in ways that are
perceived as mothering, students are denied typical
opportunities to develop peer relationships and a
sense of self that is so important for social-emo-
tional maturation. This finding of the paraprofes-
sional in a mothering role is consistent with the
Swedish study that explored paraprofessional is-
sues from the perspective of students with re-
stricted mobility (Skar & Tamm, 2001).

When classmates notice paraprofessional
support as mother-like, in essence they are telling
us, in the language of Wolf  (1978), that the sup-
port is not socially valid. Being perceived as need-
ing or having a mother figure in school is likely to
have exclusively negative implications for how
classmates perceive and subsequently treat stu-
dents with disabilities. It’s hard to imagine many
students, even those who love their parents, who
would want to attend school accompanied by
their mother. Mothering supports, though well
intended, also can perpetuate stereotypes of peo-
ple with intellectual disabilities (e.g., eternal
child; Wolfensberger, 1975). This sterotyping
may sustain low expectations for students with
disabilities by sending symbolic messages that
what they need in school is mothering, rather
than effective instruction and appropriate sup-
ports. 

Although the relational experiences de-
scribed by the participants (e.g., isolation, disen-
franchisement, lack of friendships) could also
reasonably have been the experiences of students
with intellectual disabilities who did not receive
paraprofessional supports, the participants in this
study did receive those supports. As a result, many
established personal relationships with the para-
professionals assigned to them. Although one
could rightly argue that having a friend is good,
regardless of their age or station, it is our belief
that in most cases these former students erro-
neously labeled paraprofessionals as friends be-
cause they were friendly and spent a substantial
amount of time together when others (e.g., class-
mates) did not. In actuality the paraprofessionals
were paid support providers who, in the vast ma-
jority of cases, did not sustain friendship relation-
ships after their job supporting the student with a
disability ended. Those participants who stated a
preference for younger, same-gender paraprofes-
sionals may have been seeking a friend or at least
the appearance of one. A cause for concern is that
having a paid paraprofessional as a perceived
friend or best friend suggests that these former
students did not have a sufficient network of age-
appropriate relationships with classmates.

Paraprofessional as a protector from bully-
ing presents a complicated arena. It is generally
accepted that at least one of the reasons some par-
ents do not advocate for more inclusive educa-
tional options for their children with intellectual
disabilities is their fear that they will be bullied or
otherwise mistreated by uninformed or insensitive
peers without disabilities. So when they do access
the general education environment, protection
from such mistreatment is common among the
list of rationale for the assignment of a parapro-
fessional. 

Though it seems obvious that shielding any
student from mistreatment is rooted in benevo-
lent intentions, there is still cause for concern.
First, as the study participants clearly identified,
even when they had a paraprofessional assigned to
them, they could not be with them every mo-
ment, so bullying occurred anyway. Therefore,
students with disabilities need opportunities to
learn decision making regarding what to do when
confronted with bullying situations. Second, we
are concerned that utilizing paraprofessionals to
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shield students with disabilities from bullying
may actually serve to delay attention to the root
issue; namely, that bullying exists in our schools.
As long as paraprofessionals spend part of their
time shielding students and confronting bullies
directly, teachers and administrators may be un-
aware of the extent to which their students with
disabilities experience bullying or other mistreat-
ment.

Finally, when paraprofessionals functioned
as the primary teachers for students with disabili-
ties, the concerns were numerous. First, the very
nature of the service delivery is socially stigmatiz-
ing for at least some of the students, which can
contribute to negative feelings of difference in the
classroom. Second, it is hard to imagine any stu-
dent being primed for learning when he or she



of teachers in the education of students with a
full range of disabilities that are placed in their
classes. The outdated, but still prevalent, prac-
tice of hosting, rather than teaching students
with disabilities, limits access to competent in-
struction and sends devaluing messages to and
about students with disabilities (e.g., that some
students are more or less worthy of teacher
time than are others). If students with disabili-
ties are ever to realize the promises of the
IDEA, the practice of hosting must be con-
fronted honestly and replaced by genuine indi-
vidualized education. This will require
fundamental changes in how some teachers
and special educators approach the inclusion
of students with disabilities in their class-
rooms, as well as the training and supports
teachers receive. We do not mean to suggest
that such a transition would be simple or easy,
but we believe it is necessary if we want to im-
prove outcomes for students with disabilities. 

5. Perhaps most of all, we need to listen to stu-
dents with disabilities about their experiences
and perspectives. If students with disabilities
were getting bullied in a school, it would not
be surprising that other students were too. If
students with disabilities were having difficulty
understanding didactic, large-group lessons
and keeping up in class, it would not be sur-
prising that other students were too. Taking
action to address the issues raised by the pres-
ence of students with disabilities will likely
clear the path for nondisabled students who
share similar experiences.

Future descriptive research is needed to ad-
dress the limitations of this study. It would be en-
lightening to know more about a larger number
of students with disabilities in different locations,
based on more data sources (e.g., direct observa-
tion), and across disability categories. For exam-
ple, in what ways are the experiences of students
receiving paraprofessional supports the same or
different if their disability is intellectual, orthope-
dic, sensory, or behavioral? As long as the risks
could be minimized, it would be especially help-
ful to study the impact of paraprofessional sup-
ports across school levels (e.g., preschool,
elementary, middle school, high school) at times
when students are actively receiving those sup-
ports, thus creating opportunities for interven-

tions to be enacted that address areas of concern.
Research should continue to explore ways for the
perspectives of students with limited language
skills (i.e., those who cannot be interviewed or
surveyed in traditional ways) to be better under-
stood because these students are likely to be ongo-
ing recipients of paraprofessional supports. 

Finally, models need to be explored and
studied that actively involve students in con-
tributing to decisions about their own supports,
specifically paraprofessional supports and related



sional for support. Interviewing the 16 young
adults in this study reminded us that we must
guard against complacency when the trappings of
inclusive practice (e.g., general class placement)
are in place, because in too many instances an in-
sufficient amount of the substance is present (e.g.,
curricular and instructional accommodations).
Most of all, it reminded us of how important it is
to listen to the stories of people with disabilities.
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