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administrator described the rapidly

increasing numbers of paraprofessionals
who support the special educational needs of
students with disabilities. Assigning parapro-
fessionalsto classrooms or individual
students has become a dominantand growing
model of support, especially for students
with disabilities in inclusive classrooms.
Increasing the numbers of paraprofessionals
sounds like agood ideato many parents and
professionals. Families are pleasedto
know that an additional person will be
watching out for their child. Busy teachers
and special educators are pleasedtohave an
extra personto share the workload.

“ I t's an explosion!” That's the way one

Administrators often agree to hire paraprofes-
sionals in an effort to be supportive of
parental and teacher requests and because itis
aseemingly lower cost option than

hiring professionals or sending students to
more restrictive and expensive educational
placements. Add to this the fact that all of us
know paraprofessionals who are worth

their weight in gold! Their ranks include some
ofthe most talented, dedicated, hardworking
individuals in public schools today. Everyone
is happy, sowhat's the problem?

*Anything that puzzles.

Although paraprofessional supports may
relieve some pressuresinschoolsandbe
supported by parents and professionals,
serious questions remain. Isthe model
effective? Underwhat circumstances are
paraprofessional supports appropriate to meet
the needs of students with disabilities?
Neither research nor common sense provides
supportfor assigning the leasttrained
personnel to provide primary instructional
support for students with the most signifi-
cantleaming and behavioral challenges; yet,
that is exactly whatis happening across the
country.

Paraprofessionals often reportfeeling
unprepared, under appreciated, and under
compensated. Currentresearch suggeststhat
the roles of paraprofessionals have

steadily expanded to include teacher-type
activities (e.g., planning, modifying
curriculum, instructing), yet their roles remain
unclear. Some paraprofessionals are left

to make daily curricular and instructional
decisions without the benefit of appropriate
training, planning, or supervision from
qualified professionals. Some students with
disabilities spend the majority of their
instructional day with paraprofessionals.
These practices are double standards that
likely would be unacceptable if suggested for
students without disabilities.

Onthe surface, the solutions to under
qualified, inadequately supported, or
inappropriately utilized paraprofessionals seem
obvious: hire more qualified individuals,
clarify roles, implement appropriate training,
provide professionally prepared plans, ensure
supervision, demonstrate appreciation, and
improve compensation. These are allreason-
able actions worthy of being pursued. Herein
lies the conundrum. No matter which way
you fittogether the pieces of the puzzle,
something about paraprofessionals playinga
dominantrole in teacher-type activities just
doesn'tfit.

Consider the six variations presented in Table
1 onpage 23; each hasanundesirable result.
Forexample, ifwe don'tadequately train and
support paraprofessionals, the IDEAis being
violated and students are less likely to be
appropriately supported. However, if
paraprofessionals are trained for teacher-type
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While strengthening paraprofes-
sional training is necessary, it is not
sufficient. We must be vigilant to
ensure that we are not inadvertently
perpetuating a double standard
whereby students with disabilities
receive the bulk of their instruction
from paraprofessionals, while students
without disabilities have ongoing
access to qualified professional
educators.

roles and notcompensated accordingly

they feel taken advantage of. If, in recognition
oftheirlowwages, paraprofessionals are
notaskedto engage inteacher-type roles they
reportfeeling disrespected. The

combination of these variations generally
resultsin a dissatisfied paraprofessional
workforce characterized by lowmorale and
high turnover. This compromises quality

and continuity and wastes resources. Yet,
when paraprofessionals are paid atalevel
approaching teachers'wages, itraises budget-
ing and resource utilization questions for
schools. Althoughin most cases pay differ-
ences between professional educatorsand
paraprofessionals are substantial, astory inthe
September 18, 2002 edition of the Seattle
Timesreported that paraprofessionals with
more than 8 years of experience inthe Seattle
Public Schools actually earned more than first-
yearteachers.

While strengthening paraprofessional training
is necessary, itis not sufficient. We mustbe
vigilantto ensure that we are not inadvert-
ently perpetuating a double standard hereby
students with disabilities receive the bulk of
their instruction from paraprofessionals, while
students without disabilities have ongoing
accesstoqualified professional educators.
Simultaneously, we need to focus onthe
factors that have contributed to the expanded
and inappropriate use of paraprofessionals,
namely the attitudes, skills, roles and working
conditions of general and special educators to
plan for and teach students with a full range
of disabilities ininclusive classrooms. The

Continued onpage 23
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students with disabili-
tiesto play an active role
inmaking decisions about their own supports
through the IEP process and ongoing
following listincludes service delivery options @ ReassigningRoles teamwork.

that have emerged as altemativesto overreli-
ance on paraprofessionals or their inappropri-
ate use. Although currently notinwidespread
use, these altematives represent promising
possibilities for increasing instructional contact
between students with disabilities and
qualified professionals.

@®ResourceReallocation

Trade paraprofessional positions for special
educators (e.g., replacing three paraprofession-
als with a special educator four days aweek).

@Co-Teaching
General and special educators share teaching
duties and work together.

@ Dual-Certified Teachers
Aclassroomteacheris also certified in special
education and case manages fora couple of
students with disabilities in his or her
classroom, possibly with areduced class size.

Consider a“Paperwork Paraprofessional”
whose role isto take care of paperwork and
scheduling duties to create more opportunities
for special educatorstoteach.

#Differentiated Teacher Roles

Hire certified teachers, as“Learning Resource
Teachers,”to carry outinstruction planned by
aleadteacher. They work fewer hours and
have fewer responsibiliies than a classroom
teacher; they don't planlessons, serve on
committees, or participate in conferences with

parents.

@BLuilding Capacity of General and Special
Educators

Provide training and supports for educators to
support students with disabilities in general
education (e.g., curriculum modifications,
differentiated instruction, universal design).
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Project EVOLVE (Expanding and Validating
Options for Learning through Variations in
Education) is a new project at the University
of Vermont that will be collecting informa-
tion about these alternatives and will develop
and study planning tools to assist schools to
support students with disabilities in general
education classrooms. For ongoing informa-
tion check out the project web site at http:/
www.uvm.edu/~cdci/evolve/

Anearlier version of this articleappearedin
CECToday Online. Comments concerning
this articlemay be directed to Dr. Michael
Giangreco, Research Professor, or Dr. Stephen
M.Broer,Research AssistantProfessor,

University of Vermont, (Phone) 802-656-
1144, oryou may send an e-mail to
<Michael Giangreco@uvm.edu>
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