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Given that I am a special educator and I do a great deal of training and staff development for
paraeducators, I was surprised to discover my limited perspective on general education teachers
and the placement of paraeducators in their classrooms. In my own school, I expected shouts of
joy, squeals of delight, and everlasting gratitude from teachers when I proudly announced the
addition of a paraeducator to their classrooms. What I got was hesitancy, questions, and even
reluctance from classroom teachers—all due to a lack of information from me, the special
education representative. Through the development of an inservice short session titled “Who
Are You and Why Are You in my Classroom?” (that no one attended the first time), lunch-time
inservices, after-school meetings, individual face-to-face conversations, and a pile of handouts
and flyers, I began to understand the need for a type of information that’s been overlooked for
so long. This manual targets information to help overcome the unknowns of having
paraeducators working alongside in classrooms and how special educators and administrators
are a necessary part in facilitating successful collaboration fundamental to effective
paraeducator participation in classrooms and schools.

There are two realities of which we must be aware. First, paraeducators have become an
integral part of services and supports for programs with special needs. Programs would not
be the same without them, but, paraeducators’ success is dependent on the actions of others
(Konza and Fried, 2012). Thus, the second reality is accountability for the specific management
and supervision of paraeducator support and services is now part of the job of special education
teachers and therapists, general education teachers, and administrators. The information and
processes provided in this book will help.
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A Brief History of Inclusion in Special Education

SECTION 1: INTRODUCTION
Paraeducators as Support for
Students with Special Needs

Today, almost all students with
identified special needs spend some, if
not most, of their school day in the
general classroom benefiting from a
broad menu of support possibilities.
Laws limiting the removal of students
and requiring their inclusion in general
instructional programs and curricula
have compelled teachers, schools, and
districts to consider instructional
alternatives. Supports like
collaborative programming,
accommodations, and curricular
modifications in the general classroom
makes “less restrictive placements”
possible, instead of always placing
students in resource rooms, selfcontained classrooms, or special
schools. Special programs now offer a
much, much wider array of options
other than “remove and isolate.”
Special education is viewed as a
service and not a place (Stodden,
2013). Knowing that students with
special needs represent a variety of
needs and levels of support, the
all-or-nothing option of removal seems
inadequate, as well as difficult to
legally defend. The following is a list
of support options teachers and schools
may develop for students with special
needs in the general classroom.

1975 – Access to Schools
PL 94-142 required public schools to provide a free and appropriate education
to all students, regardless of the severity of a disability. Special education
programs were developed around a continuum of services and placements.
Most placements were separated from the general classroom. Placements
included resource rooms, self-contained classrooms, and special schools.
Mid/Late 1980s – The Regular Education Initiative (REI)
After 10 years, special education was found to have many successes—
specialized programs and individualized instruction. But students with
disabilities were separated, and there continued to be problems with low
graduation rates, unemployment, and underemployment. Discussions
included “merging” special education and general education into one system.
1990 – Access to the General Classroom
The federal law was renamed the Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA),
and several key changes were made. The concept of “least restrictive
environment” (LRE) made teachers consider the general classroom as the
starting point for planning and delivering special education services rather
than removal to a separate setting. Special education and other support
programs began to look to ways to include more students with needs in
classrooms with non-disabled peers. Transition services were mandated in
this reauthorization. The areas of Autism and Traumatic Brain Injury were
added as areas of disability.

1997 – Access to the General Curriculum
Updates to IDEA added more emphasis to ensuring that student participation
goes further than a physical presence in the classroom. Students with special
needs are to be included in the general classroom curriculum and receive
instruction to the maximum extent appropriate.
2001 – No Child Left Behind (NCLB)
This federal law outlined changes to other student support programs,
including Title I, ESL, and Bilingual programs through increased
accountability standards, focus on reading achievement, and quality of
teachers and assistants/paraeducators. Many of the standards and regulations
also applied to special education and were confirmed after IDEA was
reauthorized in late 2004.

2004 – Increased Accountability
This reauthorization of IDEA included a focus on academic accountability for
student and school performance. Many areas were refined and strengthened to
further the inclusion, performance, and achievement of students with special
needs in the general classroom.
2015 – Every Student Succeeds Act
This law replaced the 2001 No Child Left Behind law, but the provisions for
paraprofessional certification, training, and supervision requirements for
instructional assistants supporting students with educational needs did not
change.
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• Co-teaching: Two certified staff members plan and deliver
instruction to a classroom that includes students with special
needs. This model must include co-planning and shared
instruction.

notes

• Collaborative planning: Two or more staff members meet and
plan prior to or following the instruction of students. The planning
may include proactive strategy or intervention development,
adapting activities or lesson plans, discussing student needs,
sharing pertinent student information, developing a behavior
management plan, problem solving, and so forth.

• Communication systems: Team members agree on procedures for
exchanging information necessary for successful inclusion. Some
ways to do this include regular meeting times, the development
and use of a “share sheet” (a learning needs profile of a student),
and specific guidelines for accessing confidential information like
Individualized Education Programs (IEP), Section 504 plans, or
student improvement plans.

• Curricular modifications: Through communication and
co-planning, instructional content is prioritized and participation in
activities are changed to allow some students to access the content
at a more appropriate level.

• Consultation to teachers: A special instructor (an English as a
Second Language (ESL) teacher, a special education teacher, a
speech and language clinician, or a school counselor) provides
information and guidance to the general education teacher about
student needs and performance, serving as an indirect support to
students. This arrangement is sometimes called the “expert model.”
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• Resource room support: Students with special needs may benefit
from instructional time with a special program teacher who can
provide intensive, direct services to students outside the general
classroom. This pull-out model of service delivery may range from
a little to a lot, depending on the individual student need. The
student may be learning instructional strategies, getting direct
reading instruction, or practicing important social skills.

• “As needed” resource room support: In Texas this model is
called “content mastery.” Students are allowed to leave the general
classroom to seek one-to-one or small group instructional support
from special program personnel, and are not limited to a
specifically scheduled time period.

notes

• Pull-out support: Like resource support, students may need to
leave the general classroom for more intensive or specific support.
This may be instructional support or a related service like speech
and language, counseling, social skill instruction, or others.

• Staff development: This type of support is targeted to the teachers
and staff working with students. Increasing the awareness,
understanding, and abilities of the people working to meet student
needs will increase student success. Knowledge is power!

• Peer tutoring or buddy systems: This strategy allows students to
support other students during instructional activities. Some
students simply need to read aloud or discuss class work, but don’t
necessarily need to leave the classroom.

• Paraeducators: Paraeducators also known as paraprofessionals,
instructional assistants, and classroom aides, provide direct support
to students with special needs in and out of the classroom by
instructing with students individually or in small groups and
facilitating interventions such as social stories, behavior plans, and
visual supports. They can also indirectly support students by
supplying information to special program personnel, parents, and
the students themselves. The information may consist of due dates
for assignments and tests, details about schoolwork requirements,
reports about student participation and behavior, specifics about
homework, and many other things. The addition of a paraeducator
can often make the general education classroom the least
restrictive placement for a student. Without the presence and
support of a paraeducator, a target student may need to be removed
to a resource or self-contained classroom. Paraeducators are that
important!
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This list is not in any order of preference or effectiveness.
Paraeducators are recognized today as a major means of support to
programs and students with special needs. They’re able to provide the
intensive, one-to-one support that may be necessary for a student or
group of students to benefit from instruction in the general classroom.
In a way, paraeducators are no different from any other support
option on the list—professional planning and management is
necessary and required. The rest of this book will help you define
your responsibilities as the instructional leader and immediate
supervisor, guiding the paraeducator and directing the support he or
she provides to your students.

notes
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