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Abstract

In recent years, there has been an increase in paraeducator supports, in large part because
students with low incidence disabilities are being included more frequently in general education
settings. As a result, special education teachers have been given additional supervisory
responsibilities related to directing the work of paraeducators in special and general education
settings. Many teachers, however, feel unprepared for this supervisory role. Therefore, to gain a
better understanding of current practices in paraeducator supervision, the authors interviewed
I3 special education teachers who were nominated by district special education administrators
as exemplary supervisors of paraeducators. From the interviews, three themes emerged:
creating effective teams, ensuring appropriate training and evaluation, and recommendations
for the field. Practices for paraeducators working with students with low incidence disabilities
in general education settings are noted in the first two themes. Implications for policy, practice,

teacher preparation, and future research are also discussed.
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Providing a successful educational experience
for students with low incidence disabilities
(e.g., autism, intellectual disability) requires a
team of education professionals (Alquarini &
Gut, 2012). For many students with low inci-
dence disabilities, a paracducator will serve as
a key team member (Mirenda, 2014). Because
of the paraeducator’s central role supporting
students with low incidence disabilities, fed-
eral law requires that paraeducators receive
appropriate training and supervision by a cer-
tified professional (U.S. Department of Edu-
cation, 2005), such as a special education
teacher. Despite this federal mandate, how-
ever, research has consistently noted that par-
aeducators lack proper training, supervision,
and clarity in roles (Giangreco, Edelman,
Broer, & Doyle, 2001; Giangreco, Suter, &

Doyle, 2010). In addition, paraeducators
report insufficient preparation prior to enter-
ing the classroom, and reliance on the super-
vising teacher for instruction and support
(Riggs & Mueller, 2001). Furthermore,
despite the important role of teachers in sup-
porting paraeducators, many teachers report
inadequate preparation for their supervisory
role, especially in pre-service and in-service
training programs (Wallace, Shin, Bartholo-
may, & Stahl, 2001).
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As students with low incidence disabilities
have increasingly been included in general
education settings, the number of paraeduca-
tors have also increased (Alquarini & Gut,
2012; Riggs, 2004). Unfortunately, paraedu-
cators supporting children with disabilities in
general education settings often lack adequate
support and supervision as they spend much
of the day out of view of the supervising spe-
cial education teacher (Alquarini & Gut,
2012). Although they are in the proximity of
general education teachers, general education
teachers often lack the training and expertise
required to support both the student with a
disability and the paraeducator in the general
education setting (Downing, Ryndak, &
Clark, 2000; Giangreco, Broer, & Edelman,
2001). In addition, special education teachers
report limitations to supervision indicating
that only 7% of their time in the school day is
devoted to paraeducators they supervise
(Giangreco & Broer, 2005). These supervi-
sion challenges can result in isolation and
uncertainty regarding performance for parae-
ducators in general education settings (Marks,
Schrader, & Levine, 1999). Given these cir-
cumstances, traditional managerial models of
supervision, in which a teacher observes the
paraeducator and provides feedback (Wallace
et al., 2001), may be problematic in general
education settings where the supervising spe-
cial education teacher may not be readily
available. However collaborative models of
supervision, often used in other areas of edu-
cation (Nolan & Hoover, 2011), where teach-
ers work together and encourage paraeducators
to engage in independent reflection and goal
setting may be more appropriate supervision
models for paraeducators serving students
with disabilities in general education settings
(Drecktrah, 2000; Riggs, 2004). In addition,
collaborative teaming approaches suggest
inclusion is most successful when team roles
are clearly defined (Chopra, Sandoval-Lucero,
& French, 2011) and teams communicate,
plan, and participate in learning opportunities
together (Pickett, 1999).

Despite the existing research in the area of
paraeducator supports, at present, there is lim-
ited research about supervision supports for

paraeducators. A review of existing research
conducted by Giangreco and colleagues
(2010) found only three studies (Drecktrah,
2000; Giangreco & Broer, 2005; Wallace
et al., 2001) from 2000 to 2007 focused on
supervision of paraeducators. Since that time,
Chopra and colleagues (2011) conducted a
study where they found that paraeducators
were only effective when the supervising
teacher clearly defined their roles and pro-
vided them with appropriate direction and
guidance. Although these studies provide
some knowledge about the lack of preparation
for teachers supervising paraeducators
(Drecktrah, 2000), as well as potentially
important knowledge and skills for teachers
supervising paraeducators (Chopra et al.,
2011; Wallace et al., 2001), we still lack
knowledge about the actual experiences of
teachers who are seen as successful supervi-
sors of paraeducators, especially paraeduca-
tors who serve students in general education
settings. Therefore, we sought to explore sup-
portive methods that can be utilized to ensure
appropriate supervision of paraeducators. In
addition, recognizing that paraeducators pro-
vide different types of supports based on the
grade level and needs of the student, in this
study, we decided to first focus on elementary
settings (i.e., K-6 grade) for children with low
incidence disabilities where paraeducator sup-
ports are most common, often overused, and
potentially inappropriate. Specifically, we
examined the supervision practices of 13
teachers who were nominated as outstanding
supervisors of paraeducators with the goal of
identifying the key components to supervi-
sory practice for paraeducators supporting
students with low incidence disabilities in
elementary special and general education set-
tings.

Method

Recruitment

Teachers were recruited for participation in
this study using the following methods. First,
school districts in Pennsylvania (a state with a
history of advocacy for community and school
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inclusion; see P.A.R.C. vs. Pennsylvania,
1972) were randomly selected (i.e., 15%, or
80 of the 528 districts in the state), and district
special education administrators were con-
tacted via email and invited to nominate
teachers for participation. In recruitment
emails, special education administrators were
invited to nominate elementary-level special
education teachers (see Howell & Gengel,
2005) whom they viewed as outstanding
supervisors of paraeducators supporting stu-
dents with low incidence disabilities (e.g.,
autism, multiple disabilities, intellectual dis-
ability) who received services in the general
education settings at least part of the day.
Nominated special education teachers were
then contacted via email and invited to par-
ticipate in the study. Teachers who agreed to
participate in the study were asked to com-
plete a three-item screening questionnaire to
ensure they were currently working as a spe-
cial education teacher and supervising paraed-
ucators supporting elementary age students
with low incidence disabilities who were
included in a general education setting at least
part of the day.

From the 85 districts randomly selected, 24
district supervisors responded. All district
supervisors who did not respond to the initial
email received a follow-up email. Twelve dis-
trict supervisors responded with one or more
nominations for the study, resulting in a total
of 20 teacher nominations. Ten district super-
visors indicated that they did not have nomi-
nations at this time (e.g., no teachers met the
inclusion criteria, or teachers were too busy to
participate), and two responded initially with
questions about the study but never provided
nominations even after follow-up emails were
sent responding to their questions. Of the 20
nominated teachers, 13 were interviewed, one
did not meet the inclusion criteria, five did not
respond to the request to be interviewed
(despite multiple email contacts), and one
email was returned as undeliverable.

Following an analysis of the initial nomi-
nations, additional recruitment efforts were
made to target urban, high-poverty districts,
which were not represented in the original
nominations although requests were made to

districts with these demographics. Unfortu-
nately, despite multiple efforts to recruit from
districts meeting urban, high-poverty demo-
graphics, no additional nominations were
made by administrators (i.e., administrators
did not respond, » = 3; administrators had no
one appropriate to nominate, n = 2). There-
fore, recruitment of participants was stopped
when saturation of the data was reached (e.g.,
no new or relevant information was noted in
interviews; Creswell, 2007). Table 1 provides
information on the district demographics of
randomly selected districts.

Procedures

An institutional review board approved proce-
dures for this study prior to the start of the
study. All approved protocol was followed
throughout the study to protect participants.

Interview protocol. All interviews were con-
ducted via telephone using semi-structured
interview techniques (Smith, 1996) and were
digitally recorded for later transcription. The
same interview protocol was used for all inter-
views and included a list of primary questions
with potential follow-up topics if the teacher
did not address the topic within the primary
question. Interview questions addressed
demographics (i.e., six questions), as well as
topics related to supervision practices with
paraeducators (i.e., six questions addressing
topics such as training, feedback, and evalua-
tion), supports for paraeducator supervision
(i.e., two questions), and recommendations
regarding supervision of paraeducators (i.e.,
one question). The first author conducted all
interviews. Questions were open-ended and
sought to gain information about the supervi-
sion experiences of the teacher with his or her
paraeducator(s).

At the beginning of each interview, teach-
ers were thanked for completing and returning
the screening questionnaire, the format of the
interview was explained (i.e., approximate
length, audio recording), and the interviewer
informed teachers that they could choose to
skip any question or end the interview at any
time. The interviewer then confirmed that the
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Table 1. Demographic Information for Districts.

Number Number
of of Number of
districts teachers  teachers

recruited nominated interviewed

District type

Rural 25 4 3
Town Il 4 2
Suburban 38 Il 8
Urban 6 | 0
Poverty range®
Low (0%- 22 9 6
10%)
Average 39 10 7
(11%- 20%)
High (above 19 | 0
21%)
Total number 80 20 13

Poverty range listed is for the district collectively as
reported for by the New America Foundation (http://
febp.newamerica.net).

teacher was still willing to be interviewed
before proceeding. Next, screening questions
were reviewed for accuracy, and the researcher
proceeded with demographic questions and
remaining interview questions.

Data analyses. Data analyses were based on
procedures outlined by Berg (2007). First,
each interview was transcribed resulting in
approximately nine to 27 typed pages per
interview. Then, using investigator triangula-
tion (Denzin, 1989), two researchers (first and
second authors) independently read interview
transcripts and identified themes in the inter-
views. Next, the researchers met to compile
an inclusive list of themes and coded tran-
scripts using agreed-on themes. During this
time, representative quotes were also selected
from teachers to illustrate the themes. Finally,
a matrix was created to organize data, identify
interaction of themes, and compare data with
existing research.

Member check. After the data were coded and
organized, a brief summary of the themes
from the interviews was sent to each teacher
to further establish credibility of the findings

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Two of the teachers
contacted during the member check could not
be located to provide the summary, as they
were no longer working in the districts where
they were originally contacted for the inter-
view. The other teachers who were contacted
did not request changes or additions to the
information provided in the summary. One
teacher expressed appreciation to the research-
ers for the information that was provided.

Results

Teachers in this study came from a variety of
districts and educational settings, and sup-
ported a diverse group of students. Table 2
provides details about districts, classrooms,
students served, teaching experience for
teachers, teacher education and certification,
teacher experience supervising paraeducators,
and paraeducator experience/education level.

Three main themes emerged from the
teacher interviews in the study: creating effec-
tive teams, ensuring appropriate training and
evaluation, and recommendations for the
field. Teachers discussed practices for paraed-
ucators serving students in general education
settings within the first two themes.

Creating Effective Teams

Team roles. During the interviews, teachers
noted the importance of sharing responsibili-
ties and working as a team to ensure success.
Teacher M stated, “having that team thinking
is just key.” Teachers identified four essential
team members for students with low inci-
dence disabilities.

Special education teachers. Special educa-
tion teachers noted primary responsibility for
the day-to-day supervision of paraeducators.
This included training and providing feedback
to paraeducators. Teachers also emphasized
their role in making team relationships suc-
cessful (e.g., setting up team meetings, com-
municating with team members). All teachers
highlighted classroom roles such as account-
ability and supporting student learning (e.g.,
collecting student data, scheduling, planning).
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Teachers emphasized their role in scheduling
and planning and noted the stress of trying to
coordinate so many activities and individuals.
Teacher J stated she made “daily schedules
for the student as well as the paraeducator so
that he or she knows exactly what they are
supposed to be doing during the day,” while
Teacher L mentioned that she provided para-
educators with a schedule “so they know what
they are doing. Otherwise they are constantly
asking me ‘what do we do next?’”

Paraeducators. Teachers listed a variety of
roles for paraeducators. Paraeducators were
expected to incorporate training and feedback
provided by teachers and administrators. With
regard to classroom responsibilities, teach-
ers expected paraeducators to provide appro-
priate support to students by documenting
student services, providing instructional sup-
port, managing behavior, and communicating
with team members. Teacher K indicated the
importance of documenting student services:
“Documentation is very important when you
are dealing with education...We have OT, PT,
Speech...nurses...anytime there is any kind
of contact, I need to make sure it is logged.
I need to make sure I know.” Teachers noted
that some paraeducators were assigned addi-
tional roles in the school (e.g., recess duty, bus
duty), which often conflicted with their roles
with special education students. Teachers also
expected paraeducators to be professional,
maintain confidentiality, and demonstrate
appropriate interpersonal skills.

General education teachers. Teachers dis-
cussed the roles of general education teach-
ers, especially in relation to supporting
students and paraeducators in general edu-
cation settings. General education teachers
were expected to provide classroom sched-
ules and information about classroom curric-
ulum so accommodations and modifications
could be provided for children with special
needs. In addition, teachers noted that gen-
eral education teachers were often consulted
to obtain feedback about the performance of
paraeducators in general education settings.
Teacher A stated, “I can’t really say [what is

happening in the general education setting]
unless I get feedback from the general educa-
tion teacher.”

Administrators. Administrators  discussed
by teachers included principals, special edu-
cation directors, and other district specialists
(e.g., school psychologist, autism special-
ist). Teachers reported that administrators
were vital to supporting paraeducators in the
schools. Administrators supported teachers
in their supervisory roles with paraeduca-
tors (e.g., checking in with teachers, helping
with conflict resolution), conducted evalua-
tions for paraeducators, and supported para-
educator training (e.g., planning, conducting,
or approving paraeducator training). Most
teachers felt well-supported by administra-
tion in their work with paraeducators. Teacher
J stated, “I get wonderful support from my
principal and my special education supervi-
sor.” This, however, was not a universal expe-
rience. Nine teachers expressed at least some
frustration with the level of support provided
by their administrators. Teacher I noted, “I
really don’t remember getting any instruction
from supervisors . . . they pretty much leave it
up to us what to do with the paraeducators,”
while Teacher C shared, “If I tell my adminis-
trator what I need from them they most defi-
nitely will do what I need. It might take some
time, but it gets done.”

Team relationships. Teachers indicated many
positive experiences when working with
paraeducators. According to teachers, posi-
tive team relationships were best achieved
through teamwork, mutual respect, and good
communication.

Teamwork. Teachers indicated methods
to ensure teamwork occurred with paraedu-
cators. First, they indicated the importance
of making paraeducators feel a part of the
team. Teacher C stated, “Make [paraeduca-
tors] feel part of the team because I think
sometimes that they are forgotten and they
get a little bit offended by that.” Teachers also
noted that teamwork is best achieved when
the team works together to solve problems
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and make decisions. Teacher G indicated,
“[We] brainstorm our ideas as a team about
what works and what doesn’t work.” Teachers
also indicated that teamwork was more easily
achieved when the paraeducator and teacher
were familiar with each other.

Mutual respect. Several key factors led
to a respectful environment according to the
teachers interviewed. First, they stressed the
importance of treating the paraeducator as an
equal. Teacher A mentioned, “I would never
ask [paraeducators] to do anything that I
wouldn’t do myself.” Other teachers empha-
sized the importance of showing apprecia-
tion. Teacher H stated, “I’ve tried to let [my
paraeducators] know how much I appreciate
them . . . we all enjoy hearing when we are
doing a good job.” Teacher K indicated that
paraeducators who feel respected are more
motivated: “Show them that you respect them
... treat them the way you want to be treated,
they will want to know what they can do dif-
ferently.”

Communication. Teachers emphasized the
importance of good communication with
paraeducators and other education profes-
sionals, especially in the general education
setting. Teacher E noted, “I keep in close con-
tact with the regular education teachers and I
go into every classroom that my child is in at
least once or twice a day.” Teachers often had
set meetings with education teams and para-
educators, but the frequency of the meetings
varied (e.g., weekly, before school begins,
daily at some point during the day). Teachers
communicated with paraeducators verbally
or in written forms (e.g., written notes, text
messages, email), and indicated communica-
tion was easier with familiar paraeducators.
Teacher B commented, “We do a lot of email
exchange . . . it’s a good way to kind of keep
us both on the same page and have it in writ-
ing so that we can refer back to it.”

Teachers also provided tips for improving
communication with paraeducators. They sug-
gested meeting regularly as a team to discuss
and share ideas, using and posting schedules,
providing written instructions, and reviewing

expectations. Teachers communicated with
paraeducators about a variety of topics includ-
ing changes that needed to be made in the
classroom, student needs, curriculum, plan-
ning and scheduling, sharing ideas, and
expressing appreciation. The most frequently
mentioned challenge for communication was
the lack of time teachers had to communicate
with paraeducators. Teacher F expressed, “I
wish I had more time to sit down with them.”

Relationship challenges. Although the teach-
ers experienced many successes in team rela-
tionships, the relationships between teachers
and other team members were not always
smooth. Nine teachers identified the challenge
of establishing a professional relationship
with paraeducators, especially when there
was an age difference. Teacher E indicated,
“Being younger than them makes it harder . . .
I feel like my first year I really struggled with
that.” Teachers also mentioned that some par-
aeducators lacked work ethic and profession-
alism. Teacher J noted of some paraeducators,
“It’s not necessarily that they’re not doing
well with their child, it’s that they just don’t
have a high work ethic.” Other paraeduca-
tors did not understand the needs of students
with low incidence disabilities, which some-
times increased challenging behaviors from
students, contributed to the provision of inap-
propriate supports for the student, or required
additional supervision from the teacher to the
paraeducator.

Teachers also discussed relationship chal-
lenges with team members, such as personal-
ity clashes between paraeducators and
students, and/or paraeducators and teachers.
Teacher H summed her experience: “Often
times it is more difficult to manage adults in
my room than it is [to manage] students.”
When conflicts arose with paraeducators,
teachers indicated that they first tried to
resolve any issues with paraeducators, but
sometimes sought advice from an administra-
tor. Teacher D stated, “I did as much as I could
and eventually we had to kind of step in with
the principal.” Teacher G expressed apprecia-
tion for administrative support when resolv-
ing conflicts: ““You have to have someone else
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look at the situation too. I think it is always
important to have someone else’s opinion.”
When trying to resolve challenges with para-
educators, teachers often documented issues.
If issues could not be resolved through these
methods, a meeting was generally held with
the paraeducator, teacher, and/or administra-
tor. Meetings often resulted in written instruc-
tions, follow-up from administrators, or
placement changes for the paraeducators.

Ensuring Appropriate Training and
Evaluation

Teacher preparation to work with paraeducators.
When teachers were asked about their prepa-
ration to work with paraeducators, most indi-
cated that they were provided little or no
training regarding paraeducator supervision.
Teacher D said, “I feel that I had a great col-
lege education, but very little talk about man-
aging or working with paraeducators. Very,
very little.” Other teachers stated previous job
experiences provided some background for
supervision of paraeducators (e.g., work as a
paraeducator, previous positions with super-
visory roles). Informal training in supervision
skills was often noted by teachers including
trial and error on the job, personal life experi-
ences (e.g., general people skills, raising a
child with a disability), or guidance from
mentor teachers, administrators, and signifi-
cant others.

Paraeducator training. Teachers indicated that
training provided to paraeducators included
both formal (i.e., group training that met dis-
trict and state requirements) and informal
training (i.e., training specific to classroom
duties). Formal training was selected and pro-
vided by the district, intermediate unit,
or state educational agencies. Training con-
tent for formal training included data collec-
tion, Medicaid paperwork, CPR/first aid,
autism, academic topics, and inclusion. The
special education teacher most frequently
conducted informal training, although teach-
ers noted that occasionally, behavior special-
ists, school psychologists, speech language
pathologists, technology specialists, autism

support consultants, or experienced paraedu-
cators were asked to conduct informal train-
ing depending on the content. Teacher M
noted the responsibility of training paraedu-
cators: “It is your job to provide information
to them and get them what they need to
know.” Training usually occurred at the
beginning of the year with ongoing small ses-
sions, as needed, later in the year (e.g., before
school, after school, during lunch). Three
teachers, however, noted challenges training
paraeducators who were hired mid-year.
Training format included discussion of skills,
coaching by the teacher, and modeling of
skills by the special education teacher. Con-
tent for informal training included social,
academic, behavioral, life, and self-help
skills. In addition, informal training included
content about schedules, student-specific
information (e.g., Individualized Education
Program [IEP] goals, category-specific
information), inclusion, and paraeducator
expectations. When providing training to par-
aeducators, teachers emphasized the impor-
tance of providing written information to all
paraeducators and additional support to inex-
perienced paraeducators. Teacher H indi-
cated, “Someone new, I might do more
modeling and it might take more time to
establish all the things that we have talked
about.”

Paraeducator evaluation. Teachers discussed
the formal evaluation process for paraeduca-
tors as well as feedback provided to paraedu-
cators as part of training and supervision.

Feedback. Teachers conducted informal
observations of paraeducators and provided
feedback. Observation was done both in the
special education and general education set-
tings. Teachers tried to observe paraeducators
frequently, measuring paraeducator progress.
Many indicated more frequent observations
with new paraeducators, or observing more
frequently at the beginning of the school year.
Feedback given to paraeducators occurred
either immediately (i.e., when the issue was
easy to address, urgent, or the teacher was
available) or was delayed (i.e., when students
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were not present, the feedback was sensitive
in nature, correction could wait, or it was
the end of the day/downtime). Feedback to
paraeducators came in three forms: correc-
tive (paraeducator needed to make a change),
supplemental (paraeducator needed additional
information), or reinforcement (paraeduca-
tor encouragement). Teacher K suggested,
“Don’t just tell them what they do wrong
... tell them what they do right.” Teachers
noted challenges, at times, with paraeduca-
tors who had difficulty accepting feedback.
Teacher F discussed a paraeducator who cried
when receiving feedback: “She would start
crying . . . I was always afraid that if [ gave
her feedback, she was going to cry.” Teach-
ers also expressed the difficulty of conducting
observations in general education settings due
to lack of time, scheduling challenges, and
responsibilities with other students. Teachers
indicated that they often sought additional
support from school staff to gather informa-
tion about paraeducator performance in gen-
eral education settings.

Formal evaluation. Administrators, most
often principals, but also district special edu-
cation supervisors and school psychologists
conducted formal evaluations. Evaluations
typically occurred once per year at the end
of the year, although Teacher L noted evalua-
tions were now conducted in the middle of the
year so paraeducators could implement sug-
gestions provided during the evaluation. Most
evaluations included a combination of obser-
vation with written feedback and/or a meeting.
Teachers were often asked by administrators
to provide feedback about the paraeducator
for the evaluation. Some teachers, however,
were concerned with how evaluations were
conducted or with inconsistencies with the
evaluation process. Teacher F stated, “In our
district, I think evaluation is mostly whether
they show up for work.”

Recommendations for the Field

During the interviews, teachers provided many
recommendations for improved supervision
of paraeducators. Most notably, teachers

emphasized training recommendations for
teachers and paraeducators and advice they
have for future teachers.

Training for teachers. Teachers made several
recommendations for changes to pre-service
and in-service preparation to better prepare
teachers to supervise paraeducators. Several
teachers noted the importance of training to
learn the leadership and management roles
needed when working with paraeducators.
Teacher D suggested managerial training: “I
would really put in managerial training,
almost the training you would get in business
courses on how to appropriately manage peo-
ple. I think it should be a mandatory part of
special education.” Teacher J suggested con-
tent for pre-service teacher preparation: “I
would certainly want to have conversations
about how to resolve conflict, how to manage
your classroom when you have more than just
yourself, how to work with different person-
alities.” Teacher B recommended hands-on
experience: “I think it’s really important to see
paraeducators in action — helping a student in
an inclusive setting, helping a student in a spe-
cial education classroom. I think that’s the
best way to really see what works.” Teacher H
indicated that improved mentoring might also
be useful. She expressed her willingness to
“offer support and try to serve as a mentor and
offer things that [she] has done to try and
build the [paraeducator] relationship.”

Training for paraeducators. Teachers noted sev-
eral concerns with current training practices
for paraeducators. Eight teachers expressed
concern with the lack of training for paraedu-
cators. Teacher K stated, “They only have 20
hours a year . . . and it concerns me a lot,
because when you have the low incidence
population there are so many different areas
that could be covered.” Although most teach-
ers recognized paraeducators were provided
with limited training, some teachers found
creative solutions. For example, Teacher F
attended trainings and shared the information
with her paraeducators because they were not
given the opportunity to attend the training
firsthand. Teacher K used organization tools
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to keep track of the training she provided to
paraeducators, such as a packet of information
for paraeducators with a checklist of all the
topics the she wanted to cover during training.
Teachers also noted a lack of funding for
training, and the additional supports some
paraeducators need as they gain skills. Teacher
B stated, “Truthfully, we don’t have a lot of
training for teachers or paraprofessionals
because of budget; honestly, it’s not even an
option.”

Advice for future teachers. The teachers each
shared advice for future teacher supervisors of
paraeducators. Three teachers discussed the
importance of understanding the paraeduca-
tor’s role. Teacher E clarified appropriate and
inappropriate roles: Paraeducators “can’t be
giving [primary] instruction, but they can give
supplemental instruction based on something
you did . . . and you shouldn’t be using them
to get your coffee or something. You should
utilize them for the child.” Seven teachers
additionally emphasized the importance of
making expectations and roles clear to parae-
ducators (e.g., how to interact with students,
professionalism, confidentiality, behavior
management procedures). Four teachers
emphasized that teachers should create class-
room environments where paraeducators feel
part of the team and are treated as partners
(e.g., have meetings together, be open to sug-
gestions, have open communication). Twelve
teachers emphasized the importance of creat-
ing an environment of respect and understand-
ing in the classroom. Teacher H provided the
following advice:

You’re going to have a variety of personalities
in your classroom, and sometimes you’re not
going to mesh and sometimes you will.
Eventually you will need to find solid ground
because these are the people that are going to be
spending 180 days with you in the classroom.
You either have to make it work or you’re going
to drive yourself crazy.

Teacher L and F suggested that spending time
working in classrooms with paraeducators
before teachers have their own classroom
would be beneficial to understanding the

supervisory role better (e.g., work as a substi-
tute paraeducator, student teach in a class-
room with paraeducators).

Discussion

Paraeducators play a critical role in support-
ing educational experiences for students with
low incidence disabilities (Mirenda, 2014).
The teachers in this study described their
experiences supporting and supervising para-
educators who work with students with low
incidence disabilities. Teachers described
both positive experiences and areas of con-
cern in the field. Many of the experiences they
described align with existing recommenda-
tions in the research.

Positive Experiences

The majority of teachers reported positive
relationships with administrators, who, in turn
provided support for teachers responsible for
the supervision of paraeducators. Although
some challenges were reported with adminis-
trators, (e.g., evaluation procedures), most
teachers noted support from administrators
during conflict resolution. It is encouraging to
hear of these successes from teachers because
researchers have suggested administrative
support for supervision of paraeducators is
essential to appropriate paraeducator supports
(French, 2003). Also echoing the literature
(French, 1998), teachers detailed success pro-
viding support to paraeducators through train-
ing, utilizing schedules, and lesson planning.

Areas of Concern

Although teachers noted many positive expe-
riences, several areas of concern were also
highlighted including challenges with com-
munication, providing and receiving adequate
training (both pre-service and in-service), and
conducting quality evaluations for paraeduca-
tors. Previous studies have provided similar
findings emphasizing the importance of effec-
tive communication among educational teams
supporting children in general education set-
tings (Downing et al., 2000), and the challenge
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of providing paraeducators with adequate
training (Downing et al., 2000; Giangreco,
Broer, & Edelman, 2002; Riggs & Mueller,
2001). Teachers also indicated that more time
is needed to meet with and train paraeduca-
tors. Educational agencies must work with
teacher supervisors to ensure proper training
of paraeducators. Finally, from teacher reports
in this study and as also noted by Riggs and
Mueller (2001), it is clear that evaluation pro-
cedures need to be clarified. Educational
agencies should detail the evaluation proce-
dures to both teachers and paraeducators (Hil-
ton & Gerlach, 1997), and teachers should be
involved in the evaluation process (French,
2003).

Recommendations for Supervisory
Practice

Another finding from this study was the clear
indication that the supervision of paraeduca-
tors is being directed and owned in large mea-
sure by those charged with responsibility for
providing supervision. There was little indica-
tion that paraeducators themselves were
expected to play any sort of collaborative role
identifying strengths and weaknesses or
directing their own growth and development.
Contemporary models of supervision are
often based on the premise that supervision
produces the most powerful long-term results
when it is as collaborative as possible and
allows the supervisee to take on increasing
ownership for growth and development over
time (Glickman, Gordon, & Ross-Gordon,
2009; Nolan & Hoover, 2011). If this does not
occur, the supervisee remains dependent on
the feedback of others to identify goals for
improvement. A system where teachers and
administrators direct paraeducator growth
may be especially problematic in a general
education setting where paraeducators receive
limited time and feedback from their supervi-
sors. Therefore, training in the supervision of
paraeducators should include theories, mod-
els, and practices that are aimed at engaging
paraeducators in developing the capability of
co-directing their own growth in specific

domains. Because we expect students who
receive special education services to develop
an understanding over time of their strengths
and weaknesses and become self-advocates, it
seems appropriate to provide the profession-
als who support them the same opportunity
and challenge. Current paraeducator supervi-
sion practices, also noted in this study, include
supervision by a special education teacher
regardless of the placement of the child. In a
time of increasing inclusive practices, how-
ever, it is important to explore the expanding
role general education teachers will and
should have in supervising paraeducators.

Limitations

The results of this study should be interpreted
with care, as the study included a relatively
small sample of single interviews of special
education teachers supporting students at the
elementary level, with some limitations to
diversity in the districts (i.e., no teachers
working in high poverty or urban schools). In
addition, this study included nominations
from district supervisors of special education
teachers who were seen as outstanding super-
visors of paraeducators. As such, the experi-
ences of the teachers in this study might not be
reflective of the experiences of other teachers
supervising paraeducators (e.g., novice teach-
ers or supervisors of paraeducators, general
education teachers working with paraeduca-
tors).

Implications for Policy, Practice, and
Research

There are still unanswered questions and
changes that must be made in the area of
paraeducator supervision. Paraeducator uti-
lization is at an all time high, yet paraeduca-
tors are often used inappropriately, and may
receive inappropriate training and supervi-
sion. From this study and previous research
in paraeducator supervision, it appears that
current practice focuses primarily on
management of paraeducators, rather than
an approach that addresses utilization of
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paraeducators from many angles (e.g.,
changes to district policies, administrative
practices, and teacher preparation, collabo-
ration with paraeducators to determine
needs). Supervision of paraeducators is just
one aspect of quality supports for students
with low incidence disabilities, and lack of
attention to other areas will continue to
result in inappropriate paraeducator sup-
ports (Giangreco, Edelman, & Broer, 2003).
States, educational agencies, and teacher
preparation programs should work together
to implement policies that promote appro-
priate practices. Based on this study and
previous research, changes to policy and
practice should include (a) improvement of
pre-service preparation to teachers for
supervisory responsibilities including pract-
icum experiences and coursework covering
topics such as teamwork, effective commu-
nication, navigating team challenges, roles
and responsibilities of paraeducators and
teachers, and supervision practices with
paraeducators including collaborative meth-
ods of supervision; (b) clarification of roles
for administrators, teachers, and paraeduca-
tors within school settings especially role
for administrators and teachers related to
the supervision, training, and evaluation of
paraeducators (e.g., written roles and
responsibilities for paraeducators and teach-
ers, in-service training to teachers and
administrators in their supervisory roles
with paraeducators, mentoring for supervi-
sory responsibilities); (¢) systematic, thor-
ough training provided to paraeducators
(e.g., pre-service training provided before
duties begin, improved formal systems of
training for paraeducators, increased train-
ing, support to teachers for day-to-day
training needs of paraeducators, creation
and use of training recording systems to
ensure training has occurred); and (d) devel-
opment of evaluation procedures for parae-
ducators that are transparent and clearly
outline paraeducator expectations and eval-
uation methods for administrators, teachers,
and paraeducators.

Finally, there are gaps in the literature that
warrant further investigation. Future research

might address (a) the impact of pre-service
and in-service training to teachers for supervi-
sory roles with paraeducators, (b) the effec-
tiveness of collaborative models of
paraeducator supervision and evaluation, (c)
the impact of quality supervision and training
of paraeducators on the performance of stu-
dents, (d) the impact of comprehensive evalu-
ation procedures for paraeducators, and (e)
the impact of additional meeting time for
teachers and paraeducators to communicate
and provide training.

Summary

With the current emphasis on inclusive
practices for children with low incidence
disabilities and use of paraeducators to help
facilitate inclusive programming, the
importance of quality supervision of parae-
ducators will continue to become more
urgent. The experiences shared by teachers
in this study provide additional information
needed to improve educational outcomes
for all children. As a field, we can move for-
ward and provide appropriate educational
programming for all children by continuing
to influence policy, practice, and pre-ser-
vice preparation, and conduct additional
research in the area of paraeducator sup-
ports.
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