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Abstract
This pilot study chronicled the use of a process called, A Guide to Schoolwide Planning for Paraeducator Supports, by teams in four schools,
grades K-12. Data reflect the utilization and outcomes of the process along with the perspectives of 27 study participants. Findings indicated
that the process assisted all four schools to self-assess their paraeducator practices, identify priorities in need of improvement, develop action-
plans, and implement them. Study participants reported that the process did what it purported to do and rated it highly on a series of
consumer-oriented variables (e.g., ease of use). Implications for schools and future use are discussed for improving paraeducator supports.

Over the past few decades, the utilization of
paraeducators in special education has increased

substantially (French & Pickett, 1997; Pickett, 1999).
Simultaneously, their roles have evolved and expanded
(Doyle, 1997; Picket & Gerlach, 1997). In the past,
paraeducator roles often focused on support functions
such as preparing materials, taking attendance, super-
vising students in the lunchroom or on the play-
ground, and monitoring bus arrivals and departures.
Today paraeducators are more integrally involved in
providing instructional supports to students with and
without disabilities (Demchak & Morgan, 1998;
Downing, Ryndak & Clark, 2000; Marks, Shrader &
Levine, 1999; Welch, Richards, Okada, Richards &
Prescott, 1995).

Though the scope and complexity of their roles
have expanded, there is little evidence that most
paraeducators are adequately trained or supervised
(French 1998; Hilton & Gerlach, 1997; Jones &
Bender, 1993; Passaro, Pickett, Latham & HongoBo,
1994). At the same time, it has become increasingly
difficult to attract and retain paraeducators in special
education. Commonly cited reasons include factors
such as lack of orientation and training, poorly de-
fined job descriptions, low wages, limited opportuni-
ties for advancement, insufficient administrative sup-
port, and lack of respect (French & Cabell, 1993;

French & Chopra, 1999; Giangreco, Edelman &
Broer, 2001; Hadadian & Yssel, 1998; Morehouse &
Albright, 1991; Passaro et al, 1994).

Although the aforementioned issues span geo-
graphic boundaries, concerns about the utilization of
paraeducators can be especially acute in rural areas
where shortages and attrition of both paraeducators
and certified professionals exist (Palma, 1994; Passaro
et al., 1994). At the same time it is generally acknowl-
edged that paraeducators are a valuable local resource.
In rural schools the pool of personnel most likely to
serve as paraeducators reside, and plan to stay, in the
local community (Demchak & Morgan, 1998). In
addition to providing strong linkages to the local com-
munity, they also can provide continuity for students
with disabilities and special education programs
(Demchak & Morgan, 1994).

Challenges pertaining to paraeducators have been
further complicated by lack of consensus about their
roles (Downing Ryndak & Clark, 2000; Giangreco,
Edelman, Luiselli & MacFarland, 1997; Lamont &
Hill, 1991; Marks, Schrader & Levine, 1999; Pickett
& Gerlach, 1997; Welch et al, 1995). Recently, the
literature has begun to present perspectives that ques-
tion the expanding utilization of paraeducators in ways
that result in the least qualified school personnel be-
ing asked to provide the primary instructional
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including a full range of students with disabilities in
general education classrooms, and (c) employed
paraeducators to provide educational supports for stu-
dents with and without disabilities.

Three of the schools (grades K-2, 3-5, 6-8) were
part of a K-8 school district with a student population
ranging from 430 (grades K-2) to 530 (grades 3-5).
Older students from this district attended a union high
school (grades 9-12) with a population of over 1,400.
Nearly 10% of the students in these four schools re-
ceived free or reduced lunch. Approximately 5% of
the students were from minority racial/cultural back-
grounds.

Each school provided some type of specialized
instructional supports to between 20% and 26% of
the student population in one of three ways: (1) IEPs
(Individual Education Programs) under the auspices
of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Amend-
ments of 1997; (2) 504 Plans under the auspices Sec-
tion 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973; or (3) 157
Plans under the auspices of a Vermont Act 157 that
requires each school to maintain a building-based in-
structional support team to provide educational sup-
ports to “at risk” students, prior to considering refer-
ral for special education.
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Table 2. (Continued)
Paraeducator indicators used in schoolwide self-assessment

15. Paraeducators should be compensated in accordance with their level of education, training, experience,
and skills.

Paraeducator Interactions with Students & Staff

16. Paraeducators are expected to demonstrate constructive interpersonal skills with students and other
team members (e.g., use respectful communication when speaking with or about others; maintain con-
fidentiality; ensure dignity when providing personal care).

17. Paraeducators should develop and demonstrate attitudes and work habits that encourage: student inde-
pendence; foster appropriate interdependence; promote inclusion and peer interactions; enhance each
students’ self-image; and prevent the unintended negative effects often associated with the potential
over involvement and proximity of adults.

Roles & Responsibilities of Paraeducators

18. Within the classroom, on a day-to-day basis, the classroom teacher is the instructional leader and inter-
acts directly on an ongoing basis with students who have disabilities. Paraeducators function as a vital
support to students under the direction of the teacher and special educators.

19. Teachers, special educators, and related services providers (e.g., speech/language pathologists, physical
therapists, occupational therapists, school psychologists) have the ultimate responsibility for ensuring
the appropriate design, implementation, and evaluation of instruction carried out by paraeducators.

20. Paraeducators should be informed about the educational needs (e.g., IEP goals and objectives; compo-
nents of the general education curriculum) and characteristics of the students with whom they work, as
well as classroom and school practices and routines.

21. Paraeducators should have opportunities to contribute to the development of the educational program,
instructional plans, and activities created by each student’s educational team, but should not be given
sole responsibility for these and related activities.

22. Some of the functions of paraeducators are to: support the implementation of instructional programs;
facilitate learning activities; collect student data; and carry out other assigned duties (e.g., supervise
students at lunch or recess; provide personal care supports to students; do cmttudents;facon of insk ulttudraednactivi36 TD
0.0086 Tw
[(suppo2 Respof the tudentand specials educators.)]TJ
-1.9527 0.2ucation curriculue deveborslated ut itiesnqts1school pCo(
2ide personal car)-10ohe educationi8, itiesnqts1schooiis,l
0.04419studen4draednac5Ti..
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Though they operated independently, the elemen-
tary, middle, and high school teams each chose to
pursue a similar course of action. Each developed ori-
entation materials (e.g., notebooks) and procedures
for paraeducators tailored to their school. These ma-
terials combined schoolwide information that would
be vital for any new employee (e.g., calendars, sched-
ule, sick day procedures) as well as information de-
signed specifically for paraeducators (e.g., roles and
responsibilities, time and mechanisms for
paraeducators to become familiar with students and
connect to the efforts of individual student planning
teams).

Each of these schools also established professional
development opportunities for their paraeducators.
The elementary school of fered a course for
paraeducators taught by the school’s assistant princi-
pal, who was a special educator. The course, which
included 18 hours of classroom instruction plus su-
pervised practicum activities, covered topics includ-
ing: (a) collaborative teamwork, (b) inclusive educa-
tion, (c) families and cultural sensitivity, (d) roles and
responsibilities, (e) characteristics of students with
disabilities, and (f) implementing teacher-planned in-
struction. The school’s action-plan stated that the
proposed impact of these orientation and training ini-
tiatives was to help “Paraeducators feel valued, secure,
welcomed, informed, and in a better position to re-
spond to the needs of students.”

The schools also developed plans for ongoing
paraeducator staff development. For example, the

middle school developed a one year training schedule
for paraeducators based on a combination of
paraeducator interests identified through a question-
naire and interests identified by the school’s teachers
and administrators. The training included both out
of school workshops and in-house training for
paraeducators. Similarly, the high school established
monthly informational training sessions on topics of
interest in the high school (e.g., supporting students
with challenging behaviors, assisting students in the
classroom, fostering independence). All four teams
reported their work to their respective school board.

Did the paraeducator planning process do
what it purported to do?

As shown in Table 5, nearly all (96%) of the
study participants “agreed” or “strongly agreed” that
the paraeducator action-planning process helped them
gain insights about paraeducator issues in their schools
and understand the perspectives of others about
paraeducators issues. All of the study participants
“agreed” or “strongly agreed” that the paraeducator
action-planning process helped their school select ap-
propriate priorities that required attention and develop
plans to address their self-identified priorities.

How did the team members rate the
paraeducator planning process across a
series of consumer-oriented variables?

Each of the schools devoted a full school year,
and part of another, to develop and implement their

Table 5.
Participants’ perspectives

strongly strongly
The Paraeducator disagree disagree agree agree
Action-Planning process: n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%)

1. helped gain insights
about paraeducator
issues in our school — 1 (3.70) 19 (70.37) 7 (25.93)

2. helped me understand
the perspectives of others
about paraeducator issues — 1 (3.70) 20 (74.07) 6 (22.22)

3. helped our school
select appropriate priorities
that require attention — — 15 (55.56) 12 (44.44)

4. helped our school develop
an appropriate plan to address
our self-identified priorities — — 17 (62.96) 9 (33.33)
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plans to improve paraeducator supports. As shown in
Table 6, none of the study participants rated their pace
as “quick,” though over 81% (n=22) considered it a
“reasonable pace.” The five study participants who
indicated that they moved forward “somewhat slowly”
or “very slowly” were all from the same school. This
school’s work was interrupted by unexpected events
including turnover in membership, changes in leader-
ship, and life circumstances (e.g., child birth, family
illness).

Regardless of how they rated their pace of work,
all 27 study participants rated their use of the
Paraeducator Action-Planning process as “an impor-
tant activity” for their school; nearly 67% (n=18) of
those “strongly agreed” that it was important. There
was also strong agreement that the process was “logi-
cal” and “easy to use.”

What were participants’ perspectives on the
strengths, weaknesses, and suggestions for
improvement of the action-planning
process?

Written comments provided by study participants
offered initial insights into perceived strengths and
weaknesses of the paraeducator action-planning pro-
cess as well as their suggestions for its improvement.
As shown through representative comments in Table
7, study participants found the primary strengths of
the process were: (a) bringing people together to dis-
cuss paraeducator issues, (b) the organization and
utility of the process, and (c) its adaptability. As one

parent wrote, “It’s been a great learning experience
for me!” A paraeducator shared, “I am very hopeful
that the kind of work we have begun with this process
will be sustained over time.”

Primary weaknesses identified included: (a) wordi-
ness and use of jargon, (b) time and scheduling chal-
lenges, and (c) difficulties involving general educa-
tion teachers and parents. There was also a key con-
cern that some important issues were beyond the con-
trol of the action-planing team. For example, some
study participants identified compensation levels as an
area of concern, but one which their committee was
unable to address.

Correspondingly, the primary suggestions for im-
provement included: (a) reducing the use of jargon,
(b) soliciting more broad-based and sustained partici-
pation school-wide, and (c) exploring ways to con-
solidate steps and encourage flexibility in use. A group
meeting attended by 11 of the study participants pro-
vided specific feedback on each step. The feedback
resulted in minor adjustments to the process reflected
in the revised version of the tool.

The most consistent example of an adaptation was
that the planning teams wanted to get feedback on
the self-assessment indicators (Step 3, Table 1) that
extended beyond their own members. Therefore, each
group sought feedback from more members of the
school community. They distributed questionnaires
to other people in the school and compiled the re-
sults before making decisions about their priorities in
Step 4.

Table 6.
Consumer-oriented variables

I believe our
paraeducator
planning team
moved forward: very slowly somewhat slowly at a reasonable pace quickly

n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%)
2 (7.41) 3 (11.11) 22 (81.48) —

The Paraeducator
Action-Planning
process: strongly disagree disagree agree strongly agree

n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%)
5. is an important

activity for our school — — 9 (33.33) 18 (66.67)
6. is a logical process — — 17 (62.96) 10 (37.04)
7. is easy to use — — 24 (88.89) 3 (11.11)
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Discussion
The findings of this pilot study demonstrated that

utilization of the planning process, A Guide to
Schoolwide Planning for Paraeducator Supports, was
effective in assisting cross-constituency teams in four
schools to develop and implement action-plans based
on self-assessed needs and priorities to improve their
school’s paraeducator supports. Additionally, the find-
ings indicated that study participants considered the
process important, logical, and easy to use. The pri-
mary importance of these most basic of findings is
that other schools who are interested in improving
their paraeducator supports now have an initially field-
tested process, revised in response to consumer feed-
back, that is available on-line for free to assist them in
their efforts. The literature offers no comparable tools
designed to serve this purpose.

Field-testing in schools that were part of the same
system presented unique opportunities for strategic
district-wide planning, as well as longitudinal plan-
ning within each school. For example, some indica-
tors of paraeducator support were identified as need-
ing work by all four teams (e.g., recruiting and train-
ing substitute paraeducators). Areas of self-identified
common need may be appropriately considered for
district-wide action. Simultaneously, as individual

schools select and act upon their unique self-identi-
fied needs, they can use their priorities across more
than one year, and are encouraged to build their
paraeducator efforts into overall school improvement
plans.

Areas where schools consider themselves to be
“Doing Well” may also provide opportunities for cen-
tral office administrators to have school personnel
share knowledge, procedures, and skills across schools
in reciprocal ways. For example, schools could col-
laborate around common training needs to use re-
sources more effectively. Similarly, a school that is
doing well at providing orientation to new
paraeducators could share their approaches with a
school that has such a need. The receiving school
might be doing well at a different practice (e.g., guide-
lines for ensuring the dignity of students receiving
personal care support) that is an identified need in
the first school. Communication is the key to such
informational cross-fertilization.

Although self-assessment ratings used in the plan-
ning process are useful to prompt reflection on cur-
rent practices and identify priorities in need of action,
it is important to limit their use and interpretation to
their stated purpose. First, there is no pretense of re-
liability in terms of these self-ratings. In other words,
how a team rates themselves may be different than

Table 7.
Written comments about strengths and weaknesses

Strengths
Â brings people together to discuss paraeducator issues (administrator)
Â it focuses attention on paraeducators, which might not happen otherwise (paraeducator)
Â logical process provides opportunities for meaningful dialogue (administrator)
Â it organizes our thinking so that we can identify concerns (teacher)
Â clear, concise, and user-friendly (paraeducator)
Â easy to understand and use (paraeducator)
Â priorities are authentic (special educator)
Â can be adapted/modified to fit each school’s need (parent)

Weaknesses
Â too wordy, a little jargony (paraeducator)
Â Time! No one ever has enough because we go to hundreds of meetings and leave each one with tasks

(teacher)
Â scheduling around everyone’s time! (parent)
Â requirements for school board involvement (administrator)
Â too little participation of regular educators (parent)
Â difficult recruiting parents of students (special educator)



14 Rural Special Education Quarterly 2002 21(1)

how they would be rated by others. This recognition
was one of the main reasons each sought feedback
from a wider set of people.

Second, the self-ratings are relative. Teams that
rate many of the indicators of paraeducator support
as “needs some work” or “needs major work” should
not be assumed to be under performing. In fact, teams
or individuals that are the most self-critical often are
the highest performing because they are always striv-
ing to be better. The four schools in this study are a
prime example of this phenomenon. Though each
school identified several indicators in need of improve-
ment, they all had a positive local reputation as good
schools that have relatively advanced paraeducator
practices.

In order for self-assessment to be reflective and
honest, teams need to be able to be self-critical with-
out the fear that the information they generate for
their own planning purposes might be inappropriately
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