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In 2017, slightly more than 6 million children and adolescents received special education services 
in public schools in the United States. These students were educated by 389,456 special education 
teachers and 458,676 paras (U.S. Department of Education, 2020). The number of paras who sup-
port students with disabilities has increased substantially over the past decade (i.e., 390,000 full-time 
equivalent paras a little more than a decade prior (U.S. Department of Education, 2008). This 
change in special educator staffing trends clearly highlights the need to understand the best ways to 
provide professional development (PD) and ongoing coaching to paras.

Paras are special education support staff who most commonly have a high school diploma or have 
additional education such as credit hours from an institution of higher education, or an associate’s 
or bachelor’s degree (National Center for Education Statistics, 2007; Brock & Anderson, 2020). 
Many paras have also received supplemental training in the form of school district–provided PD. 
Carter et al. (2009) found that 97% of paras included in their study reported providing one-on-one 
instruction to students with disabilities. Other responsibilities often identified include small-group 
or large-group instruction, clerical tasks, data collection or observation, recess or lunch supervision, 
and supporting the special education teacher in delivering instruction (Carter et al., 2009; Giangreco 
et al., 2005; Fisher & Pleasants, 2011). Further, when paras are used to fulfill supplemental instruc-
tional roles, this can assist special education teachers in maximizing their primary instructional time 
with students with disabilities (Causton-Theoharis et al., 2007).

Due in part to school districts’ increased reliance on paras to support students with disabilities, the  
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA, 2015) outlined the expectation that paras would demonstrate 
competence by either (a) having completed a minimum of two years of study at an institution of 
higher education (i.e., an associate’s degree) or (b) having demonstrated meeting rigorous stand-
ards of knowledge and skill as indicated by a formal state or local assessment (e.g., ParaPro Assess-
ment; Educational Testing Service, n.d.). ESSA also outlines appropriate roles for paras indicating 
that they can be appropriately used to provide one-on-one instruction, assist with classroom 
management, or provide instructional support services under the direct supervision of a teacher 
(ESSA, 2015).

Based on the number of paras currently employed in public schools, it is clear they are essen-
tial school personnel who can assist students with disabilities in obtaining individualized education 
program (IEP) goals through a free and appropriate public education (FAPE) as outlined in the 
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Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, 2004). However, previous studies have suggested 
that paras typically receive minimal preservice training (Breton, 2010; Brock & Carter, 2015; Gian-
greco et al., 2001) and, when it is provided, in-service training is typically focused on compliance 
and managing challenging behavior (Fisher & Pleasants, 2011; Reddy et al., 2021). The purpose 
of this chapter is to provide a review of current research focused on supporting paras, to highlight 
outcomes from a research study in which we provided ongoing PD and coaching to paras who were 
delivering reading and math interventions to students with intellectual and developmental disabilities 
(IDDs), and to outline implications for current practice and future research.

Current State of Research
Several research teams have explored responsibilities of and PD for paras. For example, Giangreco 
et al. (2001) reviewed literature from 1991 to 2000 pertaining to the types of supports paras provided 
to students with disabilities. The authors found that para job descriptions are too often vaguely 
defined with unclear expectations, leading to confusion in job responsibilities. Further, and perhaps 
unsurprisingly, the roles and responsibilities of paras varied widely and frequently included responsi-
bilities for which paras were not adequately trained (e.g., required to support students with complex 
support needs, assigned as a primary instructor to students with disabilities with limited supervision).

Brock and Anderson (2020) reviewed experimental studies published between 2012 and 2019 in 
which the efficacy of training paras who work with students with IDDs was evaluated. The authors  
found that the number of experimental studies focused on para training has increased over time  
(c.f., Brock & Carter, 2013), with an average of three to six studies being published each year between 
2013 and 2019. Brock and Anderson (2020) also found that recent research further supports the idea 
that paras can be effectively trained to deliver high-quality instruction. The authors also identified  
several characteristics of effective training for paras, including the use of performance feedback, 
implementation checklists, modeling, planning, and role play. The authors suggested that para train-
ing can be delivered effectively through group in-person, online, or online/in-person hybrid for-
mats. Paras in the included studies focused on systematic instruction, function-based interventions, 
video modeling and prompting, peer support interventions, and social network interventions. The 
authors highlighted that the diversity of interventions delivered by paras in the included studies is 
encouraging, as the responsibility of paras for providing supports to students with disabilities appears 
to be increasing (Brock & Anderson, 2020).

Study Context
Given the increased expectation that paras provide instructional supports to students with disabili-
ties and the requirement within the 2017 Request for Applications from the Institute of Education 
Science’s National Center for Special Education Research that research proposals had to focus on 
outcomes of teachers and other instructional personnel, our research team proposed and received 
funding for an efficacy trial to evaluate PD designed to enhance paras’ knowledge and skill related 
to delivering a reading or math intervention to elementary and middle school students with IDD 
(https://ies.ed.gov/funding/grantsearch/details.asp?ID=2209). In the domain of reading, we had 
two PD conditions. The first, traditional reading-focused PD (T-PD), provided paras with basic 
training on the reading intervention combined with ongoing weekly PD sessions in which they 
reviewed intervention videos with an instructional coach (i.e., a university employee who was pro-
viding ongoing support). Paras were also given weekly goals and support. The second PD condi-
tion, an enhanced reading-focused PD (E-PD), extended T-PD by adding further training modules 
and coaching focused on a deeper understanding of reading development, explicit instruction, and 
behavior management. In a sense, we designed the E-PD condition to help paras understand the 
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“why” behind the instructional practices we asked them to use and to broaden their skill set beyond 
the scripted reading intervention. The third condition, designed as a business-as-usual control (BAU) 
condition for the reading conditions, provided training and support to paras in the domain of inten-
sive math intervention. The efficacy trial was designed to have three cohorts of para-student pairs 
who would each engage in the study across two full academic years of intervention.

The coaching model used in both reading conditions included ongoing weekly support pro-
vided by instructional coaches, which included performance feedback, the development and 
monitoring of targeted goals and support, and opportunities for modeling components of the 
intervention. Each week, instructional coaches watched at least one recorded intervention ses-
sion for each para. The coaches focused on adequate fidelity of implementation, areas in which 
improvement could be made, and positive feedback in areas where implementation had improved 
in relation to previous feedback. During coaching sessions, instructional coaches started by pro-
viding specific praise statements about the positive instructional behaviors observed in the video. 
Next, coaches provided feedback on the fidelity of intervention by identifying up to three specific 
implementation steps that could be improved upon. In these instances, the instructional coaches 
provided explicit guidance on how to improve implementation (i.e., modeling a step, directing a 
para to a specific portion of a training video). Coaching sessions also provided opportunities to 
discuss data regarding student progression through the intervention. In cases where students were 
not responding as well as intended, the instructional coach discussed ideas to enhance responses 
(e.g., motivation strategies, behavior management). Coaches then discussed priority goals and 
action items for the para to work on before their next coaching session. The instructional coach 
finished the coaching session by reiterating positive feedback and providing encouragement to 
continue working to enhance intervention delivery. Paras in the E-PD condition were also pro-
vided time to discuss the content of the additional training modules they watched with their 
instructional coach. Due to being the BAU condition, coaching for paras in the math condition 
followed the same model for the reading conditions with the exception of setting priority goals 
each week and follow-up with a related email.

During the spring of 2020 the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted project activities, including paras’ 
delivery of intervention and our ability to collect a majority of our student assessment data. Due to 
the disruption of planned activities, our research team decided that we had a unique opportunity to 
conduct a set of qualitative interviews with participating paras to ask about their experiences and 
roles in schools, prior training and preparation, and experiences in the larger project. We anticipated 
the responses from the participating paras could inform our ongoing research project and current 
practice and could potentially highlight future research needs.

The overall research questions for the qualitative interviews were:

1. How do paras describe their job experiences, including challenges?
2. What PD opportunities have paras received?
3. What supports have been provided to paras by their supporting teachers?
4. What were paras’ experiences in the study, including motivation for participating, experience 

engaging in the study, and challenges?
5. How do paras perceive the impacts of the study on themselves and their students?

Method

Participants
During March 2020, 55 paras were engaged with the larger efficacy trial. All were invited via 
email to participate in the qualitative interviews; 47 paras across three states in the South and 
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Southwest regions of the United States agreed to participate. The interviews were conducted 
using Zoom (Zoom Video Communications, Inc., 2020). Regardless of their ability to complete 
required research project requirements due to school closures, we provided paras with the origi-
nally intended stipend of $600 for engaging in the larger study and requested their participation 
in the interview in lieu of missed intervention sessions. Of the 47 paras interviewed, the majority 
were female (n = 45; 96%). In terms of educational backgrounds, paras had received a high school 
diploma (n = 8; 17%); completed an associate’s degree (n = 6, 13%); received trade, tech, or voca-
tional training (n = 3; 6%); received some undergraduate credits (n = 15; 32%); completed their 
undergraduate studies (n = 13, 28%); and completed some postgraduate credits (n = 2, 4%). The 
paras were Black (n = 8; 17%), White (n = 37; 79%), and Asian (n = 1; 2%). Nine percent of the 
interventionists reported their ethnicity as Hispanic. The paras were equivalently divided across 
treatment conditions (T-PD = 16, E-PD = 16, BAU = 15).

Interview Procedures
Interviews were conducted by instructional coaches. Interviews were semi-structured and con-
sisted of 14 or 15 questions (E-PD had one additional condition-related question). Interview 
durations ranged from 6 minutes to 93 minutes. All interviews were transcribed by instructional 
coaches.

Coding Procedures
Development of the coding procedures was an iterative process. First, three members of the research 
team reviewed one randomly chosen transcript to begin the development of codes to represent paras’ 
responses to interview questions. Second, the research team met to review initial codes and came to 
a consensus regarding the initial draft of the codebook. Third, two members of the research team 
used the initial draft codebook to code three additional transcripts. Following the coding of each 
individual transcript, the team met again to come to a consensus on a revised version of the cod-
ing procedures. In this process, modifications were made to the codebook, and previously coded 
transcripts were recoded as necessary. Two researchers coded seven transcripts prior to establishing a 
finalized codebook for training and reliability.

Next, researchers trained a third coder to use the codebook and code transcripts. The training 
consisted of an hour-long orientation to the codes, codebook, and the coding process. The third 
 coder reached at least 90% reliability on a gold standard transcripts in order to code independently; 
31% of the total transcripts (n = 14) were coded for reliability. Reliability was determined using a 
procedure proposed by Kurasaki (2000) in which after two coders independently code the same 
transcript, the lead coder selects one coded unit (one line in the transcript) and compares all codes 
within the following 9 lines for a total of 10 coded lines of the transcript. The lead coder chose 
a starting line within the first 10 lines of the transcript, compared codes for 10 lines, then chose 
another chunk for reliability after 30 lines of the transcript. For example, the lead coder would 
code lines 7 to 17 for reliability, and then lines 47 to 57, and so on until the end of the transcript. 
The three coders met weekly to independently code transcripts and to come to a consensus on 
any additional edits that were needed in coding procedures and the codebook. The codebook was 
updated after each meeting, and previously coded transcripts were recoded as necessary. Once all 
transcripts were fully coded, a database in which all coded transcripts were represented was created. 
The database reflected each code that appeared in each transcript at least one time. This database 
allowed researchers to determine broad themes and trends in the coded data. Results are reported as 
percentages of paras who made statements reflecting a specific code.
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Results
The first few questions of the interview asked paras about their overall jobs and experiences as paras. 
Participating paras reported being satisfied with their job (n = 42; 89.36%) and having positive rela-
tionships with school personnel and students (n = 35; 74.47%). Paras reported serving in numerous 
roles in the school, including providing one-on-one support (n = 10; 21.28%), assisting teachers 
(n = 4; 8.51%), and providing small (n = 3; 6.38%) and large (n = 2; 4.26%) group instruction. 
Positively, only a small number (n = 6; 12.77%) of paras reported being dissatisfied in their current 
position.

However, paras did report challenges with their job. The majority of paras reported that chal-
lenges in their positions were student related (n = 25; 53.19%), with a small percentage reporting 
that challenges in their positions were related to adult interactions (i.e., teacher, school staff, par-
ents) (n = 4; 8.51%). Many paras reported challenges in their job due to various job characteristics 
(n = 21; 44.68%). These job characteristics included but were not limited to being constantly busy, 
having little downtime, providing support in inclusive settings, sudden changes in responsibilities 
or schedules, and large caseloads. Eighteen paras reported other challenges to their job (38.30%); 
these other challenges were comments made by only one para and could not be grouped with other 
coding categories (e.g., needing a substitute, feeling bad for student situations, lack of parental sup-
port, lack of pay). Many paras reported feeling underprepared for their positions (n = 16; 34.04%) 
or reported feeling a lack of respect, value, and/or equality in their position (n = 13; 27.66%). Some 
paras reported that even though they had challenges in their positions, they still expressed positive 
reactions or responses to the challenges (n = 13; 27.66%), and only one para expressed a negative 
response to the challenges of their position (2.13%).

We asked paras about the PD and training they had received prior to participating in our PD 
study. Paras reported they received prior PD related to instruction content (n = 5; 10.64%), behavior 
management (n = 12; 25.53%), nonspecified PD (n = 29; 61.70%), or PD that was in another area 
(n = 7; 14.89%). However, a slight majority (n = 26; 55.32%) of paras indicated a lack of prior PD 
or training. A few paras made comments that specified positive (n = 4; 8.51%) or negative (n = 4; 
8.51%) responses to previously provided PD. Paras also made comments referring to the time of year 
or frequency of the PD that has been provided (n = 18; 38.30%).

Many paras reported that prior to the start of the larger efficacy trial, they received teacher 
support (n  =  19; 42.22%). Specifically, 14 paras reported receiving support with materials 
(31.11%), 6 paras reported receiving support in skill development (13.33%), and 5 paras reported 
receiving personal or social and emotional support (11.11%) from their teachers. A smaller but 
meaningful number of paras (n = 9; 20%) reported a lack of prior support from their teachers 
or feeling neutral about prior supports (n = 4; 8.89%). Paras who reported feeling neutral about 
prior supports did not report a specific lack of support but also did not report feeling supported 
in a specific way (e.g., were provided with supports but also, they did not ask for support). The 
majority of paras (n = 30; 66.67%) made comments that indicated they felt supported, whereas 
a smaller number (n = 5, 11.11%) specifically indicated they did not feel support from their 
teachers.

The remaining questions of the interview pertained to the paras’ participation and experiences 
in our PD study, beginning with their motivation to participate in the study. The overwhelming 
majority of paras reported that helping one particular student or students in general was their moti-
vation for participating in the larger research project (n = 37; 78.72%). Many paras were motivated 
by the possibility for self-improvement (i.e., learning, developing new skills, improving skills, new 
techniques) (n = 19; 40.43%). Other sources of motivation for participation were being encour-
aged by a teacher, school administrator or other school personnel (n = 11; 23.40%), having general 
interest in the project based on the project description (n = 9; 19.15%), being told to participate by 
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school personnel (n = 2; 4.26%), and being motivated by the compensation that was provided for 
participation (n = 1; 2.13%).

When asked about their experiences engaging in the study as a whole, overall paras reported hav-
ing positive experiences with the larger research project (reading = 25; 78.13%; math = 13; 100%). 
Specifically, paras mentioned positive experiences with the training (reading = 8; 25%; math = 5; 
38.46%), the curriculum used (i.e., the reading or math curriculum) (reading  =  19; 59.38%; 
math = 10; 76.92%), their instructional coach (reading = 9; 28.13%; math = 6; 46.15%), and stu-
dent outcomes (reading = 21; 65.63%; math = 10; 76.92%). All of the paras in the reading condi-
tions mentioned they would continue to use the materials provided during the study in the future 
(n = 32; 100%), and nearly all paras in the math condition would continue use the research project 
materials (n = 14; 93.33%). Given the structure of the PD models used in the study, we asked paras 
about the ongoing instructional coach support provided. The majority of paras in both reading and 
math conditions reported that the feedback and coaching was the most helpful support provided by 
the instructional coaches (reading = 24; 75%; math = 11; 73.33%). Interestingly, paras reported the 
other most helpful support provided by the instructional coaches was social and emotional support, 
again across both conditions (reading = 17; 53.13%; math = 7; 46.67%). Other helpful supports that 
were commonly reported included motivation and encouragement provided (reading = 11; 34.38%; 
math = 4; 26.67%), supports for skill development (reading = 9; 28.13%; math = 2; 13.33%), and 
the instructional coach’s responsiveness (reading = 10; 31.25%; math = 6; 40%).

Paras also reported on challenges in meeting the project expectations; reported challenges per-
tained to both implementation of the intervention and recording and uploading intervention sessions. 
Unsurprisingly, one of the most common challenges mentioned by paras across study conditions 
was challenges with having the time to implement (reading = 46.88%; math = 8; 53.33%). Many 
paras mentioned challenges with other school responsibilities (e.g., substituting in other classrooms 
in school, providing support to students other than the target student, inflexibility of schedules, 
abrupt schedule changes) that prevented implementation of the intervention (reading = 19; 59.38%; 
math = 11; 73.33%). The majority of paras in both reading and math conditions reported that 
student-related challenges were a barrier to intervention implementation (reading = 17; 53.13%; 
math = 7; 46.67%). Other challenges that were reported were challenges with the availability of 
physical space for intervention (reading = 7; 21.88%; math = 3; 20%), challenges with technol-
ogy used (reading = 2; 6.25%; math = 4; 26.67%), and intrapersonal challenges (e.g., feeling self-
conscious about being recorded, being evaluated via recording, self-doubt in general; reading = 6; 
18.75%; math = 6; 40%).

The last part of our interview asked paras about the changes they noticed in themselves and 
their students as a result of participation in our PD study. Overall paras reported they noticed 
gains in knowledge and skill (reading = 23; 71.88%; math = 8; 53.33%) and their overall effec-
tiveness as a para (reading  =  21; 65.53%; math  =  7; 46.67%). Paras also noticed social and 
emotional changes (reading = 9; 28.13%; math = 6; 40%), which included changes in their self-
confidence, patience, happiness, and general understanding of and responsiveness to students’ 
social-emotional state. A small portion of paras also mentioned changes in the relationships they 
had with either their student, teacher, and/or school staff as a result of participation in the larger 
research project (reading = 4; 12.50%; math = 3; 20%). Unfortunately, there were a small num-
ber of paras who specifically stated a lack of noticeable change (reading = 3, 9.38%; math = 1, 
6.67%).

Paras were also asked to report on changes they noticed in their students as a result of partici-
pating in the larger research project. The majority of the paras in the reading conditions noticed 
gains in their students’ reading skills (n = 20; 62.50%). The majority of the paras in the math con-
dition noticed gains in their students’ math skills (n = 9, 60%). Paras made statements regarding 
changes in their students’ behavior (reading = 8; 25%; math = 4; 26.67%) and social and emotional 
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skills. Overwhelmingly, the majority of paras noticed changes in their students’ social and emo-
tional skills (reading = 19; 59.38%; math = 12;, 80%). Social and emotional changes included 
reported changes in students’ confidence, enjoyment of the intervention, eagerness or willingness 
to participate in intervention sessions, and excitement about intervention. Many paras reported 
other changes in their students, such as changes in their students’ conversational skills, communi-
cation, and that the project was a positive experience in general for their student (reading = 11; 
34.38%; math = 6; 40%). Paras also shared that other people who interact with their student 
reported changes in the student as well (reading = 17; 53.13%; math = 9; 60%). Unfortunately, a 
small number of paras indicated a lack of noticeable change in their student (reading = 3; 9.38%; 
math = 1; 6.67%).

Discussion
Our research team was evaluating PD designed to enhance paras’ knowledge and skill related to 
delivering an intensive reading or math intervention through a randomized controlled trial. In the 
spring of 2020, when the COVID-19 pandemic halted our project activities, we conducted a set of 
qualitative interviews with 47 participating paras. The purpose of this qualitative study was to ask 
paras about their experiences and roles in schools, the training supports provided to them, and their 
experience and perceived outcomes while participating in our PD research study.

Job Experience
When asked about their experiences as paras, it is encouraging that most paras reported having job 
satisfaction and positive relationships with school-related personnel and students. Of paras who 
reported statements about the specific roles they performed, providing one-on-one support to stu-
dents with disabilities was the most frequently mentioned role. This reflects the findings from Carter 
et al. (2009), reporting that 97% of the studied paras reported providing one-on-one instruction to 
students with disabilities. Additionally, the other specific roles mentioned reiterate previous research 
(Brock and Anderson, 2020; Carter et al., 2009; Giangreco et al., 2005; Fisher & Pleasants, 2011) 
and the general job description in ESSA.

Some paras made statements of job dissatisfaction using terms of wanting “more” from their jobs. 
For example, Ms. Pine described her experience of being a para as, “We don’t do a lot of things 
like we’re not included and stuff and some of the paraprofessionals they like that, like they just want 
to come in and do stuff. But it’s really, I just want to be like, I want to matter.” Paras also reported 
feelings of lack of respect, value, or equality. Ms. Pine described her feelings of lack of respect and 
equality as, “It’s been fine, but it really pushed me to want to be a teacher more because a lot of times 
I feel and it’s not the people I work with, they don’t mean it, but it’s like ‘you’re not a teacher.’ So, 
you matter but not really kind of feeling.” It is possible that these findings are related. Paras reported 
wanting to “matter” or wanting their ideas to be heard, which can seemingly lead to job dissatisfac-
tion when one feels as if they are not being heard or respected. Although not related to our specific 
research questions, many paras expressed their appreciation for being able to participate in the PD 
study and having a study that focused on them, providing supports for them.

Several paras reported feeling underprepared for their job. This could be due to various reasons, 
including the vague job descriptions that vary across schools and districts or being asked to perform 
roles and responsibilities without proper or sufficient training. Studies have found that the majority 
of training provided to paras is considered “on-the-job” training, which can vary in quality, be spon-
taneous, and lead to feelings of being underprepared (Carter et al., 2009; Riggs & Mueller, 2001; 
Steckelberg et al., 2007).
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Professional Development
Paras reported a lack of training and lack of preparedness for their positions prior to engaging in the 
larger research project. Although this is not novel—for example, Giangreco et al. (2001) found para 
job descriptions were often vaguely defined with unclear expectations—it does indicate the contin-
ued need to support paras, provide adequate training opportunities, and clearly define the roles and 
responsibilities of the position. Of the training paras participated in, most were very general. Of the 
targeted PD opportunities reported, specific behavior management training was the most frequently 
identified. This could be an indication of the primary focus of the defined roles for these paras. It 
also may relate to the fact that paras most frequently identified student-related behavioral challenges 
as their primary concern—in other words, schools may provide this type of focused PD because it 
is the most urgent need for paras.

A small number of paras reported receiving PD and training related to instructional content 
(n = 5; 10.64%). This is somewhat concerning, as the most frequently mentioned role that paras 
were serving in was providing one-on-one instruction. To provide high-quality one-on-one instruc-
tion, paras need training and preparation in the specific areas of instruction they are providing. There 
seems to be a disconnect between the paras’ reported role and the preparation for that role with 
supportive instructional content PD. If paras are likely to fulfill one-on-one instructional roles, they 
should be provided with training and preparation to do so properly (with content-specific training) 
while being supervised by a certified special education teacher.

Related to this concern is the “elephant in the room” of poor pay for paras. Frequently, paras are 
not involved in beginning-of-school-year PD due to limited school district budgets, and the hourly 
pay paras in most districts receive is incredibly insufficient for the difficulty and importance of their 
job. In the larger PD project, there were multiple times when paras expressed stress, frustration, 
and unhappiness due to delays with project-related honorariums. One para was crying when she  
contacted her instructional coach because she was counting on the stipend to pay a cellular phone 
bill—and the university’s delay in processing put her in financial distress. Clearly, we need to reconsider 
our policies and pay procedures to better support these critical members of the educator workforce.

Supports Provided by Teachers
Although many paras reported that their supervising teachers provided support to them, a small por-
tion of paras reported feeling a lack of support or being neutral about support received. Those who 
reported neutral feelings indicated they had not asked for support for a variety of reasons. This find-
ing is interesting because a part of a special education teacher’s role is to provide support for paras, 
yet some paras may not be asking for support because they believe their supervising teacher to be too 
busy to provide it. This may indicate a lack of communication between teachers and paras regarding 
roles and responsibilities. Additionally, it may indicate the realities that special educators are too busy 
to adequately support their paras (Brock & Anderson, 2020), that special educators receive too little 
training on how to support paras (Riggs & Mueller, 2001), and that paras have not been provided 
with self-advocacy training to allow them to raise their voice when they have support needs. The 
need to enhance the collaborative relationships between special educators and paras remains a key 
priority for school districts.

Of the supports paras reported receiving from teachers, the most frequent type mentioned 
was in the area of instructional materials (e.g., teachers provide paras with resources needed to 
deliver instruction). In contrast, less than a quarter of paras mentioned receiving support in skill 
development. While teachers should be providing the appropriate instructional materials to their 
paras, they should also be providing support with skill development. The Council for Exceptional 
Children’s standards for initial special educator preparation delineate that special educators should 
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be able to “provide guidance and direction to paraeducators, tutors, and volunteers” (Council for 
Exceptional Children, 2020). While this notion does make sense (i.e., special educators should 
provide guidance to the paras in their classroom), it does raise questions about whether special edu-
cators are adequately trained to provide this support, whether they are provided ample time to give 
such support, and whether there are other district-level staff who could or should ensure that paras 
are adequately prepared for and supported in their role as education support staff for students with 
disabilities. Some clarity around the specific responsibilities that special educators have in ensuring 
the paras under their supervision are prepared would be useful in giving guidance to teachers, paras, 
and district staff.

PD Research Study Experience
It is encouraging that, overall, paras reported having positive experiences with the larger research 
project thus far, both those paras in the reading conditions and math condition. Some paras men-
tioned specific components of the research project that contributed to the positive experience. The 
paras in the reading conditions mentioned positive student outcomes most frequently as a reason for 
their positive experience. Paras also mentioned the curriculum, their instructional coach, and the 
training provided as other reasons for a positive experience. Similarly, the paras in the math condi-
tion mentioned both positive student outcomes and the curriculum most frequently, followed by 
their instructional coach, and then the training. This supports the paras’ expression of appreciation 
for providing training and support that is targeted just for them.

It is not surprising that having positive student outcomes is a frequently mentioned positive 
experience regardless of treatment condition because it indicates that paras want their students to be 
successful. This also reflects our findings from the paras’ reported motivation for participating in our 
larger research project—helping or supporting students (n = 37; 78.72%). It is also positive to know 
that paras had positive experiences with the curriculum provided and used.

In alignment with the finding that participants had overall positive experiences with instructional 
coaches, most paras mentioned the feedback and coaching as the most helpful support, with social 
and emotional supports as the second most helpful. It is possible that paras appreciated having a per-
son checking in on their progress throughout the intervention and having an additional person to 
talk to. This could also contribute to the high reports of feeling socially and emotionally supported 
by their instructional coaches. Having an instructional coach and reporting feelings of social and 
emotional support could be an indication that paras felt respected and that their voices mattered. 
Paras expressed gratitude for the responsiveness of their instructional coaches and made statements 
about how quickly instructional coaches would respond to texts and emails; these, too, could reflect 
the feeling that paras matter and that the instructional coaches in the study were there to support 
them at any time.

We asked paras in all of the study conditions to implement intervention four times per week, yet 
found that, on average, paras delivered intervention two times a week. Accordingly, the most com-
mon challenge that paras reported in meeting project expectations was not having enough time to 
implement the intervention. Nearly half of paras in both reading and math conditions reported this 
as a barrier, despite the differences between intervention time per session (reading = ~45 minutes, 
math = ~30 minutes). This “time” barrier could be related to the other most common challenge 
of having other school responsibilities that pulled them away from being able to implement the 
intervention in the desired dosage. This challenge is, unfortunately, not surprising given previous 
research detailing the various duties and responsibilities that paraprofessionals have throughout the 
day (Brock & Anderson, 2020; Carter et al., 2009; Giangreco et al., 2005; Fisher & Pleasants, 2011). 
Although such responsibilities may be included in the broader job description, paras frequently get 
pulled from their primary job of providing support to students with disabilities to provide support 
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or fill positions elsewhere in the school. This is important to keep in mind when planning for para 
research studies.

Effectiveness Following PD Research Study
The results from asking paras about the changes they noticed in themselves as a result of participa-
tion in the study are both positive and anticipated. Our primary aim of training paras to implement 
instruction was to affect growth in knowledge and skill. The reported changes in overall effectiveness 
is encouraging as well. These statements reflected participants’ perceived ability to apply what they 
learned through training and implementation to other students they serve.

There was a small, yet notable difference in the percentage of paras in the reading and math 
conditions who reported social and emotional changes. A greater percentage of paras in the math 
condition reported changes in their social and emotional skills as compared to the reading condi-
tions. Paras in the reading conditions received goals and specific feedback related to their knowledge, 
skills, and overall effectiveness, and thus, may have attended more closely to changes in these areas. 
On the other hand, paras in the math condition did not receive goal-related feedback, which may 
have resulted in them more broadly considering the types of changes they experienced.

Unfortunately, there were a small number of paras who specifically stated a lack of noticeable 
change in themselves. The interviews occurred while our PD study was in its second year; some 
paras had been a part of the study for over a year, while others had just joined the project weeks 
before COVID halted our research activities. Without more specific research on how long it takes for 
paras to notice changes in themselves, some participants might not have been exposed to the train-
ing long enough to note changes. Additionally, some paras joined our study with strong skills and 
foundational knowledge about interventions, which could also explain the lack of notable changes.

The results from asking paras about the changes in their students based on content area gains were 
expected. This is encouraging and important because the overall job of a para is to support their student 
with a disability in any skills, content-specific or social and emotional. However, there were a small 
number of paras who specifically stated a lack of noticeable change in their students. This could be a 
result of duration of participation in the larger research study at the time of the interview. Additionally, 
it may be possible student progress was relative to the student’s skills at pretest. For example, paras who 
were paired with students who had lower initial skills may have observed those students’ skills progress-
ing at a slower rate compared to other students the para had contact with throughout their day.

Limitations
There are several limitations to take into consideration for this study. First, paras interviewed for this 
study volunteered to participate in the larger research project and the subsequent interview. It is pos-
sible the paras who chose to participate represent an atypical subset of paras. Second, instructional 
coaches who had a relationship with the paras conducted the interviews. Although this procedure 
may have supported interviewer–interviewee rapport, it could also have led to potential bias in 
responding, especially regarding the interview questions about instructional coach support. Third, 
the interviews occurred while many paras were in the initial or middle phases of the larger study—
thus, findings could have been different had all paras completed two full years of participation.

Implications for Practitioners
The results of this study make it clear that paras can be incredibly effective members of the special 
education team. However, their roles and responsibilities need to be clearly defined. Administrators 
and special educators need to work with paras to define roles and responsibilities. Next, a plan for 
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initial training and ongoing coaching needs to be developed and implemented. In our study, the 
ongoing feedback was a feature most paras reported as being beneficial. Following guidance from 
Brock and Anderson (2020), this PD should include modeling, use of an implementation checklist, 
and ongoing feedback. Additionally, based on our findings, ensuring that the special educator also 
provides emotional supports, encouragement, and praise will likely be beneficial. Figure 9.1 is an 
adapted model of the form instructional coaches in our study used to provide ongoing feedback, 
and it could be used by special educators to structure postobservation feedback sessions. Finally, a 
majority of special educators report being unprepared to support paras in their charge (Sobeck et al., 
2021). Clearly PD provided to preservice and in-service special and general educators needs to dras-
tically increase the amount of training time spent on this topic.

Implications for Future Research
Based on our findings, we believe there are several promising avenues for future research. First, as our 
sample is relatively small, replicating and extending upon our study would be important. Second, 
based on paras’ reported needs for additional training and support, research that explores the most 
effective and efficient models for delivery to paras is critical—for example, is expecting the special 
educator to be the primary resource for the para more or less effective than providing district-level 
support (e.g., a train-the-trainer model)? Third, we need a clearer understanding of the amount of 

Figure 9.1 Sample Feedback and Coaching Form

Coaching Form
Name: Intervention: Student(s): Date:

Section 1: Positive Feedback

Start the meeting on a positive note. Write at least 3 specific praise statements about positive instructional 
behaviors you observed.

1.
2.
3.

Meeting Notes

Section 2: Intervention Implementation and Student Data

Write down notes about how the para implemented the intervention, elements that were implemented well, 
and areas where there is an opportunity for growth. These statements can focus on instructional delivery, 
student(s) engagement, and behavior management during the lesson. In addition, include notes on student 
data (if applicable). Review this section, including student data, prior to moving into Section 3.

Meeting Notes

Section 3: Priority Goals and Action items

Based on the information you wrote in Section 2, write up to three priority goals to improve intervention 
implementation. For each, also provide an actionable item to support the para in meeting the goal. For 
example, you may provide a model of implementation, or you may direct the para to a resource that they 
can access independently.

1.
2.
3.

Meeting Notes

Section 4: Wrap Up

Close the meeting on a positive note (Ex. 1 really appreciate all the work you are doing with _________.) 
Plan for your next meeting/observation (date, time, group, etc.)

1.
2.

Next meeting/observation
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support that paras need to be successful. In our PD study, we provide once-a-week feedback. We 
need to understand if this is sufficient, too much, or too little—and perhaps it varies based on the 
para’s skill level. Research in this area will help us tailor PD and coaching to individual para’s needs. 
Fourth, exploring optimal scheduling structures and caseloads would be useful, as paras frequently 
expressed concerns of not having sufficient time to be effective and being consistently redirected 
during their workday. Fifth, it is clear that individual student behavior challenges do drive paras’ con-
cerns about their abilities to be effective interventionists. Additional research on effective methods to 
increase paras’ behavior management skills would be helpful. Finally, research focused on determin-
ing the most effective method to train preservice and in-service special and general educators would 
broaden our understanding of how to prepare educators to effectively support paras. We encourage 
current and future researchers to continue to explore these critical areas that have the potential to 
enhance the effectiveness of paras in helping students with disabilities meet IEP goals to optimize 
their success as they enter postsecondary settings.

Additional Readings and Resources
• Special Issue: Current Status and Future Directions for Training and Supporting Paraprofessionals in 

the Schools, Psychology in the Schools, Volume 58, Issue 4. Available at https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/
toc/15206807/2021/58/4

• Working with Paraprofessionals: A Resource for Educators of Students with Disabilities from the Texas 
Education Agency available at https://projects.esc20.net/upload/shared/20984_Paraprofessional_English_
Updated_508.pdf
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