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Many schools have increased their use of paraprofes-
sionals as a primary mechanism to include more students
with various disabilities in general education classes.
Although intended to be supportive, service delivery that
relies extensively on paraprofessionals has resulted in a
host of challenges for public schools and questionable
services for students with disabilities. This article offers
an in-depth description of one elementary school over a
3-year period. It chronicles the school’s use of an action
planning tool to pursue alternatives to overreliance on
paraprofessionals as well as service delivery and financial
changes that occurred as a result of the school’s actions.
The impact of the actions the school implemented and
intended next steps offer authentic perspectives for
schools facing similar challenges as they seek to extend
inclusive schooling opportunities.
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A common approach to supporting students with
disabilities in general education classrooms is to utilize
paraprofessionals (Giangreco, Edelman, Broer, &

Doyle, 2001). Undoubtedly, the assignment of para-
professionals by school administrators is implemented
with positive intentions. Often the assignment of a
paraprofessional is designed to meet the multiple goals
of assisting students with disabilities, supporting the
work of their classroom teachers and special educators,
and being responsive to requests from parents.

Although adding sufficiently trained and supervised
paraprofessionals to classrooms may be appropriate
under certain circumstances, this seemingly logical, rela-



an Administrative Law Judge (ALJ), Bdetermined the
district denied a high-schooler with autism free appro-
priate public education (FAPE) for three years, and





of changes that were made based on implementation of
the school’s action plan.

Setting
Williston Schools is a suburban/rural district located

in northwestern Vermont. It is considered one school,
led by the same principal, although it consists of two
buildings on separate campuses within a mile of each
other. Each building has its own campus leader. The

K-8 enrollment in 2002Y2003 was 1,169. Approximately
5% of students were from various cultural/racial
minority groups, consistent with the state average of
5.3%, but far lower than the national average of
approximately 40%. Slightly over 11% of the school’s
students participated in the free/reduced school lunch
program, compared to state and national averages of
approximately 22% and 34%, respectively. These data
indicate that the district had less cultural/racial diversity
and is more affluent than many schools nationally. The
reader is encouraged to consider these factors in
determining the extent to which this school’s activities
and outcomes may be generalized to other settings,
particularly those that are more diverse or less affluent.

Approximately 11.2% (n = 131) of students had
disabilities and were eligible to receive special educa-
tion; therefore, each had an Individualized Education
Program (IEP). This percentage is slightly lower than
the state average (13.3%) for students on IEPs and
consistent with the national average, which ranges
between 11% and 12%. In 2002Y2003, there were 12
students with severe disabilities in the school, account-
ing for approximately 9% of students with IEPs or 1%
of the school’s total enrollment. These students included
those with severe intellectual disabilities, multiple
disabilities, and autism.

Another 4% (n = 47) of students with disabilities,
those who did not meet the eligibility criteria to receive
special education, had documented accommodations
through Section 504 plans, rather than IEPs. Slightly
over 12% (n = 144) of students without disabilities who
were considered Bat risk[ had individual plans devel-
oped by the school’s Educational Support Team (EST),
comprised of four teachers, a school counselor, and a
special educator.

The school was organized into 14 Bhouses[ designed
to create smaller learning communities. With the excep-
tion of kindergarten, all of the houses were multi-age
groupings consisting of four classrooms spanning four
grades (i.e., 1Y4 and 5Y8). Individual teachers typically
had primary responsibility for 20Y22 students spanning
two to four grades. Teachers within a house collaborated
as a team and engaged in flexible student groupings. In
the middle grades some students crossed houses to take
subjects. Students stayed in the same house for 4 years,
providing continuity for students, families, and school
personnel. This was particularly valuable for students
with disabilities because it reduced the transitions that
occur in a single-graded system where students encoun-
ter a new teacher annually.

Because multi-age classrooms had been in place in the
school for more than a decade, teachers expected to
work with groups that included students at varying
levels of functioning. Therefore, the need to differenti-
ate curriculum and instruction has been well established.
Additionally, the school’s annual class placement pro-
cess was designed to equitably distribute students so no

Table 1
Program Description Data Sources. Initial school questionnaire and annual follow-up

This questionnaire was completed and signed by
school’s leadership team. It included demographic
data and narrative response about the school’s status
regarding inclusive education and concerns about
overreliance on paraprofessionals. Annual follow-ups
targeted a subset of key demographic variables (e.g.,
total enrollment, number of students on IEPs, number
of paraprofessionals).

. School Practices Questionnaires
Questionnaires (n = 151) about special education and
general education practices were completed by teachers
(n = 73), special educators and related services providers
(n = 12), special education paraprofessionals (n





Guidelines focused on the school leadership team’s self-
identified challenge, namely the effective utilization
of special education paraprofessionals in an inclusive
school and the identification of alternatives designed to
enact changes in general and special education service
delivery. The leadership team viewed participation in
this action planning process as fertile ground to further
ongoing school improvement because it was consistent
with both existing initiatives (e.g., multi-age classes,
differentiated instruction, strengthening schoolwide
supports, administrative restructuring) and was per-
ceived as a tool that would advance their progress. This
confluence of ideas and innovations is an essential
characteristic of coherent and longitudinal school
improvement (Guskey, 1990).

Planning Steps
The Guidelines consisted of the following 10 major

steps, each of which included substeps and instructions.

Step 1: Establish a planning team.
Step 2: Conduct screening for problematic paraprofes-

sional practices in an effort to determine if the
school is overreliant on paraprofessionals.

Step 3: Rank four problem clusters (based on screen-
ing data).

Step 4: Become knowledgeable about existing alter-
natives to overreliance or inappropriate utili-
zation of paraprofessionals.

Step 5: Engage in a self-assessment (20 items) of the
school’s current practices in regular and special
education.

Step 6: Prioritize the areas of greatest need (based on
the self-assessment).

Step 7: Consider possibilities to adopt, adapt, or invent
alternatives.

Step 8: Develop and implement an action/evaluation
plan to address the priorities.

Step 9: Review implementation/evaluation data and
summarize the plan’s impact.

Step 10: Communicate activities, progress, and out-
comes to the school community.

In part, the Guidelines are predicated on the assump-
tion that the school community includes members who
are capable of solving their own challenges and that







percentage of time they spent in eight major role
categories (i.e., planning, collaboration, instruction,
behavior support, paperwork, working with paraprofes-
sionals, working with families, other). Their self-report
indicated that they spent an average of less than 37% of
their time in instruction. Near the end of the 2004



(2002Y2003), a scant 12% of special education para-
professionals were assigned to classroom rather than
individual students. By 2005Y2006, the proportion of
classroom-assigned (special education) paraprofes-
sionals had increased to 72%. In the baseline year,
88% (n = 48.5 FTE) of all special education parapro-
fessionals were assigned to individual students; by
2005Y2006 it had dropped to approximately 28% (n =
11). By the beginning of 2005Y2006, the overall number
of students with severe disabilities in the school had
increased to 14, still representing approximately 1% of
total school enrollment. Given the decrease in the
overall number of students with disabilities in the school
identified as needing special education, the proportion
of students with severe disabilities whose primary
placement was in general education had increased
from 9% of students on IEPs (in 2002Y2003) to
approximately 13% (in 2005Y2006).

During the baseline year (2002Y2003), while contem-
plating the shift away from individually assigned para-
professional supports, the school leadership team relied





The combined changes in service delivery had a
positive impact on the roles of teachers and special
educators with students with severe disabilities. First,
teachers and special educators had more interaction
with each other related to students with severe dis-
abilities. In the past, the primary interactions were
between the paraprofessionals and the special educa-
tors. Second, teachers and special educators played a



students on EST plans, thus further reducing their hid-
den caseload.

Despite the fact that the Williston School District has
made substantial modifications to their service delivery,
the leadership team recognizes that there is still more
room for additional changes in staffing. To provide some
context, it would require a reduction of 12 special
education paraprofessionals for the school to align with
the current state average of one special education
paraprofessional for every four students on an IEP; a
reduction of five more than the seven suggested in the
previous resource reallocation example.

Possibly the single biggest change made by this school
was their shift away from the individually assigned mod-
el of paraprofessional service delivery, dropping from
48.5 in 2002Y2003 to 11 in 2005Y2006. Although this rep-
resents substantial progress, the concerns that prompted
their shift away from the use of individually assigned
paraprofessionals still exist for those where that model
persists, namely students with more severe disabilities.
Next steps may include (a) considering which students
who are still receiving full-time individual assistant
support can be appropriately supported within their
retooled service delivery model; (b) developing proce-
dures for how to approach situations where students
transitioning into the school arrive with IEP recommen-
dations for an individual paraprofessional; (c) exploring
alternative ways to address functions that historically
have been rationale for assigning an individual assistant
(e.g., personal care; mobility assistance; behavior sup-



made inroads into that same shift for some students with
severe disabilities, they are in a position to explore that
same shift for those with most severe disabilities. This
will require individually considered alternatives, build-
ing capacity among teachers and special educators,
changing a school culture that has long been accustomed
to having students with most severe disabilities sup-
ported primarily by individually assigned paraprofes-
sionals, and ongoing, data-based monitoring of student
progress. Students with the most severe disabilities
deserve the same access to qualified educators as other
students with less severe disabilities and those without
disabilities. As a field, we are only beginning to seriously
tackle this potentially complicated issue. Its complexity
stems, at least in part, from the fact that a shift away
from individually assigned paraprofessionals will un-
doubtedly put additional pressures on teachers and
special educators, many of whom already report feeling
stretched too thinly. It will take collaboration and
changes in traditional ways that both general and special
education systems operate. Although it is premature for
us to offer any unequivocal answers to such a long-
standing and thorny challenge, we are encouraged by
the steps taken in this school and are hopeful that more
progress can be made. We hope that these efforts will
spur other schools to explore these issues and devise
alternatives to overreliance on paraprofessionals that
make sense in their settings.

The fact that the school leadership team’s decision to
pursue service delivery changes was motivated by
educational concern for students coupled with the
financial realities of publicly funded education provides
a valuable example of authentic change. Credible,
sustainable attempts to operationalize, extend, or
improve inclusive educational opportunities in today’s
social and financial context will most likely require
changes that are cost neutral or cost saving. Over a 3-
year period, the Williston School District has demon-
strated that a school can maintain a high level of
inclusive opportunities and make substantial improve-
ments while being fiscally responsible.

The changes that occurred were a result of cross-
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