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ABSTRACT 

 

National shortages of special education teachers exist due to increased 

enrollments, retirements, and teacher attrition. In the Southwest, rapid population growth 

also contributes to the personnel shortage. Paraprofessionals may be a promising group of 

potential teachers (Smith, 2003; Tillery et al, 2003; White, 2004). Little research exists 

concerning the perceptions of paraprofessionals about their training and interest in 

teaching.  

This study investigated the perceptions of 48 paraprofessionals concerning 

training experiences in one Southwestern school district. A 46-item Paraprofessional 

Training Questionnaire sought opinions about preparation, types of training, the 

alignment of training with the competencies from the Council for Exceptional Children 

(CEC), and the extent training and length of service were related to a desire to enter the 

field of education. 

Responses were analyzed using the SPSS System (2004). Data analysis for 

closed-ended questions presented response distribution among categories. Descriptive 

statements were used to clarify, summarize, and interpret the data. Cross tabulation tables 

assisted in identifying relationships between specific topics and the demographic 

characteristics of the respondents.Seventy-two percent of paraprofessionals reported 

being offered training opportunities to assist their work. Eighty-three percent reported the 

training they received assisted them. Training opportunities varied in topic, but were 
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aligned with the CEC knowledge and skill competencies for special education 

paraprofessionals. 

Over 53.2% of the paraprofessionals reported they were Satisfied or Very 

Satisfied with the training opportunities provided. However, more training opportunities 

were desired by both beginning and experienced paraprofessionals. Opportunities to meet 

with supervising teachers varied, as did attendance at training which fostered collaborate 

relationships with teachers. The relationship between years of service and the desire to 

become a special education teacher was not statistically significant. However, 

paraprofessionals with fewer years of service were more interested in becoming teachers.  

This study provides local and state educational agencies with a framework for 

designing a supportive and defined infrastructure for implementing competency-based 

training programs for paraprofessionals, supporting special education teachers, and 

increasing the pool of qualified special education staff in the schools. Districts may find 

well-designed paraprofessional training programs could assist in meeting the need for a 

qualified special education teacher workforce. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 
INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

Background 

The United States has an ever-expanding need to recruit qualified teachers for 

states and regions experiencing rapid population growth in hard-to-staff schools and 

high-demand subjects such as mathematics, science, bilingual education and special 

education (Gau, Palmer, Melnick, & Heffernon, 2003).  Coupled with a growing 

population, local school districts must prepare for impending teacher retirements and 

teacher attrition (Billingsley, 2004; Billingsley & Cross, 1992; Gau et al., 2003). 

The U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics 

(NCES) (2004) conducted a national study reporting the average characteristics of the 

1999–2000 teacher workforce, new hires for the year, and 1999–2000 teachers no longer 

teaching in the same school in 2000–2001.  The NCES study examined how new hires 

and teacher turnover tended to change the composition of the teacher workforce, as well 

as how length of service, school control, and school poverty were related to the 

movement of teachers into other schools and out of teaching.  New hires comprised 17% 

of the teacher workforce.  Brand-new teachers, delayed entrants, and recent graduates, 

represented 27% of new hires.  Experienced teachers, transfers, and returning teachers, 

made up the majority (73%) of new hires in 1999–2000.  In general, new hires were more 

likely to be younger and teach out of their trained area than continuing teachers.  The 

average age of brand-new teachers was 29 in 1999–2000, suggesting many teachers did 
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not enter the teacher workforce ‘right out of college.’  Related to the attrition of teachers, 

NCES (2004) found at the end of 1999–2000, about 16 % of the teacher workforce 

‘turned over’ or did not continue teaching in the same school during the 2000–2001 

school year.  Teachers leaving at the end of 1999–2000 commonly identified retirement 

(20%) as a reason for leaving teaching, followed by: family reasons (16%), 

pregnancy/child rearing (14%), wanting a better salary and benefits (14%), and wanting 

to pursue a different kind of career (13%).  Teachers leaving the classroom and teachers 

transferring at the end of 1999–2000 reported a lack of planning time, a heavy workload, 

low salary, and problematic student behavior among their top five sources of 

dissatisfaction with the school they left. 

In the field of special education, increased enrollments, retirements, and teacher 

attrition pose a challenge to special education directors in maintaining adequate staffing. 

The failure to retain special education teachers has been cited as a major factor 

contributing to personnel shortages in special education (Stempien & Loeb, 2002). 

Moreover, special education teacher attrition has been linked to low salaries, non-

supportive work environment, unmanageable workload, and lack of content area 

preparation (Brownell, Bishop, & Sindelar, 2005; Brownell, Hirsch & Seo, 2004). 

Stempien and Loeb (2002) found attrition rates were higher in younger, less experienced 

special education teachers.  

In the southwestern states, particularly in Arizona, teacher attrition and rapid 

population growth requires an available and qualified supply of teachers to meet the 

demand.  Data from the Morrison Report (Gau et al., 2003) revealed teachers are not 
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applying for positions generally perceived to be difficult either because of their job 

location or because of the characteristics associated with the student population.  The 

Morrison Report referred to the recruitment of teachers for special education as an area of 

growing need for public schools in Arizona.  

Several approaches for resolving the special education teacher shortage have been 

proposed. Boyer and Gillespie (2000) and Brownell, Hirsch, and Seo (2004) suggested 

the development of policies including induction programs for special education teachers 

new to the field, availability and access to quality alternative routes to certification, and 

comprehensive databases to track teachers from the time they enter a preparation route 

until they leave the classroom.  A recent study of teacher quality, the State Teacher 

Policy Yearbook (National Council on Teacher Quality, 2007), found state standards for 

the preparation of special education teachers inadequate and only a few training programs 

currently required teachers to possess subject-matter knowledge. 

The U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special Education Programs, has 

contributed significant funding to increase the number of special education teachers 

available to serve special education students, yet state and local education agencies have 

not enticed enough individuals to enter the field of education as a career.  Subsequently, 

the lack of a consistent pool of available teacher candidates provides little relief to district 

administrators as they attempt to meet the national demand for a qualified teaching 

workforce and ensure a free and appropriate public education to youth with disabilities 

(Brownell et al., 2004). Some researchers have compiled data suggesting 
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paraprofessionals are an untapped resource and may be a highly promising group of 

potential teachers (Smith, 2003; Tillery, Werts, Roark, & Harris, 2003; White, 2004).  

As more students with disabilities receive their education in general education 

classrooms, a common service delivery option has been to hire and assign more 

paraprofessionals to support the work of the special education teachers (Giangreco, 

Broer, & Edelman, 2002; Giangreco, Halvorsen, Doyle, & Broer, 2004).  Numbering 

approximately 250,000 nationwide, paraprofessionals play an increasingly prominent role 

in the instruction of students with disabilities (SPeNSE, Annual Report to Congress, 

2000).  Paraprofessionals may possess particularly desirable characteristics such as 

diverse backgrounds, extensive classroom experience, a willingness to work with the 

most difficult students, knowledge of the school and the surrounding community, and a 

long-term commitment to stay in the profession (Guskey, 2000; Pickett & Gerlach, 

1997).  These characteristics can be difficult to find in recent graduates of special 

education preparatory programs and may take time to develop (Stempien & Loeb, 2002). 

Paraprofessionals in educational settings work in a variety of roles and 

environments while working alongside special education teachers. Paraprofessionals 

comprise more than one half of non-teaching personnel providing services to children and 

youth with disabilities as reported by the SPeNSE (2000) report (2000).  By common 

definition (Pickett & Gerlach, 1997), paraprofessionals are employees working with 

students with disabilities in public schools and are described as individuals working 

under the supervision of teachers or other licensed/certificated professionals with the 

responsibility for: (a) identifying learner needs, developing and implementing programs 
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to meet learner needs, assessing learner performance, and evaluating the effectiveness of 

education programs and related services, and (b) assisting with the delivery of instruction 

and other direct services as assigned and developed by certified or licensed professional 

practitioners. 

No Child Left Behind Act and Highly Qualified Personnel 

One law impacting the recruitment and retention of special education personnel 

within our nation’s schools is the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) (Public 

Law 107-110).  The No Child Left Behind Act primarily acknowledges the influence of 

teacher quality on the achievement of all students.  This legislation addresses issues of 

teacher quality by establishing universal standards for teachers. In an attempt to influence 

student achievement while improving the quality of the workforce, the regulations for 

NCLB ensure all students receive instruction from personnel “highly qualified” to teach 

them. Specifically, teachers of core academic subjects must be measurably familiar with 

the content of the subjects they are assigned to teach.  The identified core academic 

subjects are English, reading and language arts, math, science, arts, foreign language, 

history, geography, economics, and civics and government. 

The NCLB provisions also contain allowances for alternative pathways to 

certification to generate a new cohort of candidates for the purpose of reducing or 

eliminating teacher shortages.  This concept, though well intended, assumes a sufficient 

numbers of candidates with a variety of degrees will be available and willing to work in 

the field of education (Brownell, Bishop, & Sindelar, 2005). 
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As the number of teachers in special education is decreasing, the expectations and 

requirements for working in the field are increasing for both special education teachers 

and paraprofessionals.  Achieving a highly qualified status presents a new challenge for 

some special education teachers and especially for those teachers in mid-career. When 

issued, teachers might have had degrees and certification allowing them to teach “special 

education", but under NCLB special education is not deemed a core academic subject. 

NCLB imposed new requirements for obtaining ‘highly qualified’ status in order for 

teachers to maintain appropriate credentials.  Therefore, under the NCLB requirements, 

some special education teachers need to provide services alongside a highly qualified 

teacher or obtain ‘highly qualified’ status in the subjects they teach through additional 

training and coursework or establish competency on a "high objective uniform state 

standard of evaluation" (HOUSSE) rubric (Public Law 107-110).  

In rapidly growing rural communities, the ability to obtain enough special 

education teachers to fill staffing needs look bleak. Brownell (2004), reflecting on the 

plight of rural administrators, noted: 

Our critique of various supply and demand strategies makes it clear that the policy 

approach NCLB embraces for reducing rural teacher shortages is sure to fail.  

(p. 14)  Unfortunately, the federal government seems unresponsive to the needs of 

rural districts sending administrators in these districts scrambling to identify 

creative strategies for solving the teacher shortage problem. (p. 11) 
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Impact of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) on Qualifications 

for Special Education Personnel  

In amendments to the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 2004 (IDEA) 

(Public Law 108-446), the framework guiding the education of students with disabilities 

aligns precisely with the regulations for highly qualified professionals outlined in NCLB. 

Specifically, in addition to holding a teaching certification in an area of special education, 

a special education teacher teaching in a specific core academic subject must pass a 

rigorous state academic test in the subject.  Moreover, she/he must complete a graduate 

degree, coursework equivalent to an undergraduate academic major, hold an advanced 

certification or credential, or demonstrate competency by meeting the high objective 

uniform state standard of evaluation (HOUSSE) rule established by his/her resident state. 

Need for Highly Qualified Staff in Arizona 

The Morrison Report (Gau et al., 2003), a study designed to assess Arizona’s 

teaching workforce in relation to teacher supply and demand, suggested teacher attrition 

and a rapidly growing population of students will create substantial demand for teachers 

in Arizona over the next eight years.  Based on this report, it is projected Arizona will 

need approximately 6,880 new teachers each year until 2010. Of the 6,880 teachers 

reportedly needed, 5,460 will replace those teachers lost to teacher attrition (retirement 

and those leaving the field) and 1,420 will accommodate new student growth. Each year, 

the state’s colleges accredited by the Arizona Department of Education Certification 

Division generate approximately 2,970 new teachers (Gau et al., 2003).  Though teacher 

preparation programs may produce a sufficient quantity of graduates, Gau et al. (2003) 
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reported approximately 10% of those new teachers who are issued certificates do not 

enter teaching as a career.  

School districts in Pinal County have been at a significant disadvantage, as the 

supply of certified applicants cannot begin to meet the demand within this growing rural 

school district (Gau et al., 2003).  Consider the following statement from The Morrison 

Report: 

Interviews with representative school districts throughout the state reveal distinct 

differences between the outlook of suburban and rural districts when it comes to 

staffing. Suburban districts tend to have more confidence that they will fill their 

openings with qualified Arizona teachers. Rural districts, meanwhile, tend to 

mention they recruit teachers from out of state to fill their ranks. In addition, they 

often feel that their Arizona applicants tend to be less qualified than applicants to 

suburban districts. Some rural districts, particularly Native American school 

districts, also cite their rural location and isolation as a negative factor in 

attracting teachers. (p.15) 

Gau et al. (2003) predicted a growing rural community in Arizona, Pinal County, will 

need 1,406 elementary teachers in the next five years to meet the demand created by 

student population growth and the attrition of teachers.  Some county school districts 

have offered incentives such as signing bonuses and stipends specifically to attract 

special education teachers, providing scholarships for high school seniors and college 

students wanting to become teachers, as well as offering alternate potential to teacher 

certification. Unfortunately, these actions have failed to attract enough potential teachers 
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to meet the demand.  While attention has focused on the need for teachers in general, it 

appears the greatest hiring challenge for schools is finding enough certified special 

education teachers (Gau et al., 2003). 

Impact of the No Child Left Behind and the Individuals with Disabilities Act on 

Provisions for Paraprofessionals 

Paraprofessionals are part of a larger reform effort in public schools and both the 

NCLB Act of 2001 and IDEA address increased requirements for this group by extending 

highly qualified requirements to paraprofessional staff.  Under the NCLB Act of 2001, 

paraprofessionals with instructional responsibilities now require more training than those 

not providing direct services to students.  A “highly qualified” paraprofessional must: 

 (a) complete at least 2 years of college coursework; (b) obtain at least an associate 

degree; (c) meet a rigorous standard of quality, through a formal state or local academic 

assessment; (d) demonstrate knowledge of and the ability to assist in instructing reading, 

writing, and mathematics; or (e) possess knowledge of and the ability to assist in 

instruction, reading readiness, writing readiness, and mathematics readiness, as 

appropriate [NCLB: Title I, Section 1119/b].  

The requirements for paraprofessional training and skill demonstration under 

these laws have prompted a renewed interest in competencies and standards, 

credentialing systems, and infrastructures to support preparation and ongoing 

development for this much needed workforce (Wallace, 2003; Wallace, Shin, 

Bartholomay, & Stahl, 2001).  While some paraprofessionals demonstrate their 

competence by obtaining a passing score through a district-sponsored assessment, others 
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are turning to higher education to satisfy the requirements for ‘highly qualified’ status as 

outlined by NCLB.  Paraprofessionals with access to college coursework also may 

choose to pursue four-year degrees and become certified teachers.  Regardless of the 

route, as schools try to expand professional development programs for the training of 

paraprofessionals, academic gains may be realized for students (Causton-Theoharis, 

2005; Martella, Marchand-Martella, Macfarlane & Young, 1993).  Smith (2003) and 

White (2004) suggested the paraprofessional workforce may be one solution to increasing 

the pool of viable candidates assuming special education teaching positions.  

In rural communities, the cultivation of paraprofessional development programs 

may be a logical solution to address the critical shortages of special education personnel. 

School district infrastructures may be able to enhance the quality and quantity of the 

workforce available to work effectively with special education students by establishing 

professional development programs designed to train paraprofessionals for their assigned 

roles (Calabrese & Bowser, 1988; Ma & MacMillan, 1999).  School district 

administrators may consider the training of paraprofessionals as an investment in human 

capital.  This investment may effect change in the job knowledge and skills of 

paraprofessionals and subsequently may lead to the increased desire of paraprofessionals 

to remain in the profession or enter the field of teaching (Becker, 1993; Billingsley, 2004; 

Brownell et al., 2004). 

Paraprofessional Competencies 

School districts differ greatly in the kinds of proficiency standards required of 

paraprofessionals and in the amount and types of training given to paraprofessionals 
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(Moshoyannis, Pickett, & Granick, 1999; Riggs & Mueller, 2001; Wallace, 2003).  As a 

benchmark to promote uniformity, the Council for Exceptional Children (1999), a 

professional organization advocating for children with disabilities, has developed a 

framework of core competencies for beginning special education paraprofessionals.  The 

framework allows for the creation of formal professional development programs geared 

specifically to the training needs of the paraprofessional workforce.  

Without appropriate training in established competencies, paraprofessionals will 

lack the necessary skills to teach core content, engage students, teach more effectively, 

and experience success in the classroom.  Subsequently, less-skilled paraprofessionals 

may develop ineffective teaching practices leading to decreased student achievement 

(Giangreco et al., 1997; Marks, Levine, & Schrader, 1999).  The lack of preparation 

among paraprofessionals to become integral members of an instructional team raises 

ethical concerns among some school staff, researchers, and policy makers regarding the 

infrastructure supporting paraprofessionals. Infrastructure should include systematic 

training and preparation, supervision, and advancement opportunities (Boomer, 1982; 

Giangreco & Broer, 2005; Giangreco, Edelman, Luiselli, & MacFarland, 1997; Jones & 

Bender, 1993).  

The absence of support and training for paraprofessionals has been demonstrated 

to affect morale and job satisfaction (Downing, Ryndak, & Clark, 2000; Ma & 

MacMillan, 1999).  Paraprofessionals with low morale because of a deficiency in the 

skills needed to do their assigned jobs are not likely to remain in their positions or pursue 

their education in an effort to become special education teachers (Tillery et al., 2003). 
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Developing a local infrastructure specifically for the training of paraprofessionals may be 

a particularly powerful strategy for school districts to increase the job satisfaction of 

paraprofessionals and to entice some to obtain a special education teaching degree 

(Smith, 2003).  School districts providing sustained paraprofessional training with an 

emphasis on paraprofessionals becoming teachers also may attract a diverse population 

from the local community committed to the district, thereby reducing attrition rates 

(White, 2004). 

Paraprofessional training needs have been addressed by researchers in some 

articles describing effective practices for students with disabilities.  These studies reveal a 

need for training in teaching strategies (Downing et al., 2000) and inclusive support 

(Giangreco & Broer, 2005; Giangreco, Broer, & Edelman, 1999; Giangreco, Broer, & 

Edelman, 2002), and the effects of paraprofessional proximity and the relationship to 

developing student independent skills (Giangreco et al., 1997).  A few studies exist 

examining the perceptions and attitudes of paraprofessionals (Downing et al., 2000; 

Marks, Schrader, & Levine, 1999; Moshoyannis et al., 1999; Watanabe, 1999).  A limited 

amount of research has been conducted on paraprofessionals’ perceptions of training and 

the potential to increase the pool of viable special education teachers through training 

opportunities.  

Statement of the Problem 

Students with special needs require highly qualified staff to teach them and 

advance their achievement.  An inadequate supply of teachers is being recruited and 

trained to teach in the field of special education (Gau et al., 2003). With so few special 
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education teachers available, school districts cannot expect an adequate pool of teachers 

to teach students.  Even when administrators secure personnel, the individuals may not 

remain in the field of special education.  Research conducted by Brownell et al. (2004) 

identified a variety of factors for policymakers to consider related to the attrition of 

special educators suggesting as many as 50% leave the profession within the first several 

years of their assignment.  

Many school districts have attempted to cope with the special education teacher 

shortages by hiring paraprofessionals to assist special education teachers in the 

instruction of students with disabilities (Jones & Bender, 1993; Smith, 2003).  Under the 

NCLB Act of 2001, paraprofessionals with instructional responsibilities now require 

more training than those not providing direct services to students.  A wide range exists in 

the kinds and types of support provided for paraprofessionals to meet training 

requirements (Causton-Theoharis & Malmgren, 2005; Downing et al., 2000; Marks et al., 

1999; Martella et al., 1993).  Little research has been completed on the perceptions of 

paraprofessionals concerning their preparation for their role by districts, their training 

experiences, and their desire to enter the special education teaching field as a result of 

their training experiences.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the study was to investigate the perceptions of special education 

paraprofessionals concerning preparation for their roles, the types of training and 

competencies they received, and the extent to which their training and length of service 
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were related to their desire to enter the field of special education as a teacher. 

Specifically, this investigation focuses on the following six research questions: 

1. What kinds of training opportunities have special education paraprofessionals 

received in preparation for their assigned roles? 

2. How do training opportunities for special education paraprofessionals align with 

the common core competencies established by the Council for Exceptional 

Children for paraprofessionals? 

3. What are the perceptions of special education paraprofessionals concerning their 

training opportunities? 

4. How satisfied are special education paraprofessionals with the amount and kinds 

of support they receive from their school district? 

5. Is there a significant relationship between the effectiveness of training and the 

desire of special education paraprofessionals to enter the field of special education 

as teachers? 

6. Is there a significant relationship between length of service and the desire of 

special education paraprofessionals to enter the field of special education as 

teachers? 

The rationale for Questions One and Two was to provide information concerning 

whether or not paraprofessionals were appropriately prepared for their roles and how this 

potentially influenced their decision to make special education a career.  The rationale for 

Questions Three and Four was to determine whether or not the perceptions of special 

education paraprofessionals about their training and the amount of support they have 
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received on the job influenced their desire to make special education a career.  The 

rationale for Questions Five and Six was to determine whether or not paraprofessional 

perceptions about the extent of their training and their length of service influenced their 

desire to enter the field of special education.  

Assumptions of the Study 

The following assumptions were made prior to conducting this study: 

1. The paraprofessional training survey instrument would be completed honestly and 

thoughtfully. 

2. The paraprofessional job satisfaction survey would accurately capture perceptions 

held by paraprofessionals concerning their training experiences. 

3. Paraprofessionals would respond honestly and thoughtfully when questioned.  

Implications of the Study 

This study has three major implications. First, state departments of education may 

restructure the objectives of their in-service training for paraprofessionals to: (a) meet the 

standards established by the Council for Exceptional Children better; (b) develop a needs 

assessment instrument to assess the skill competencies of paraprofessionals in order to 

establish priorities for in-service training and; (c) include paraprofessional training in 

their state improvement plan.  

Second, local education agencies may: (a) reevaluate their role for investing in 

paraprofessional development; (b) develop a skill assessment instrument to guide the 

refinement of systematic professional development for increasing paraprofessional skill 
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levels; (c) assess the amount and kinds of support school districts provide to enhance the 

effectiveness of paraprofessionals in the classroom and increase job satisfaction;  

(d) encourage paraprofessionals to consider the field of special education as a profession, 

thereby increasing the pool of qualified special education teachers.  

Third, although the study was conducted in a single school district, the study may 

guide future research concerning the infrastructures within school districts for preparing 

effective competency based training for paraprofessionals.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Paraprofessional training is an important topic given the recent mandates placed 

on school administrators to develop highly qualified and capable staff.  Administrators 

need to ensure they increase the achievement of all students, incorporate inclusive 

practices in the curriculum, and develop supports for students with special needs in the 

wake of a shortage of special education teaching personnel.  Paraprofessionals, referred 

to as aides, teaching assistants, and paraeducators, are commonly employed in schools 

and historically have been assigned to support certified staff in a variety of ways (Pickett 

& Gerlach, 1997).  For this chapter, a review of the literature on paraprofessional topics 

was conducted on changes in special education impacting the expanding role of 

paraprofessionals within schools, the instructional competencies needed for special 

education paraprofessionals, professional development for paraprofessionals, types of 

paraprofessional training, the retention of paraprofessionals, the perceptions of 

paraprofessionals about their training, and the procedures used for conducting research in 

paraprofessional studies.  

Changes in Special Education 

The core principles of special education are at a crossroads as general education 

and special education teachers are faced with the same accountability and performance 

directives to improve the teaching and subsequent learning of students with special needs 

to a performance level equaling that of typical students.  As a result of recent initiatives, 

the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) and the Individuals with Disabilities 
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Improvement Act (IDEA) of 2004, school administrators are under enormous pressure to 

ensure all teaching staff possess the skills needed to deliver high quality instruction and 

improve the educational outcomes for all children. In the present context, educational 

institutions need to recognize students with disabilities must possess the skills needed to 

do well on assessments measuring proficiency, as failing to do so may lead to impending 

failure for these students for whom education provides the sole access to socioeconomic 

mobility.  Likewise, instruction failing to engage the disabled learner to make meaning of 

what they learn and failing to facilitate the learning of new contexts; provides no benefit 

to students of the twenty-first century (Davidson, 2005).  

The traditional single-teacher classroom is being replaced by an inclusive 

classroom model comprised of a team of adults collaborating to meet the needs of a 

diverse group of students (Morgan, Ashbaker, & Forbush, 1998).  As more students with 

disabilities are educated in general education classrooms, a common option utilized to 

assist both general and special education teachers has been to hire and assign more 

paraprofessionals to support the work (Giangreco, Broer, & Edelman, 2002; Giangreco, 

Doyle, Halvorsen, & Broer, 2004).  However, in order for inclusive education to be an 

effective model, the entire team of teaching staff must have a clear understanding of the 

characteristics of inclusive classrooms and of diverse classroom populations (Doyle, 

2002).  Since paraprofessionals are often assigned to work with the most challenging 

learners, the training of paraprofessionals in instructional methodologies is critical in 

achieving positive outcomes for students placed under their supervision (Giangreco & 

Broer, 2005).  Improving the skills and knowledge of staff to meet the needs in diverse 
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classrooms may be one of the best investments of time and money the local school 

district can make, as an effective staff forms the foundation of highly performing schools 

(American Educational Research Association, 2005). 

Paraprofessionals in Schools 

By definition, paraprofessionals are those employees working with students with 

disabilities in public schools and are described as individuals working under the 

supervision of teachers or other licensed/certificated professionals with the responsibility 

for: identifying learner needs, developing and implementing programs to meet learner 

needs, assessing learner performance, evaluating the effectiveness of education programs 

and related services, and assisting with the delivery of instruction and other direct 

services as assigned and developed by certified/licensed professional practitioners 

(Pickett & Gerlach, 1997). 

Paraprofessionals are members of educational teams including at least one 

certified educator.  With the advent of inclusive education, the roles and responsibilities 

of paraprofessionals continue to change and evolve becoming more specialized and 

comprehensive.  As a result, paraprofessionals may serve in a variety of roles within the 

schools.  Tasks assigned to paraprofessionals have shifted from clerical duties to a 

support role in the areas of instruction, tutoring, classroom behavior management, and 

other tasks often overlapping with those of certified teachers. Job titles for 

paraprofessionals may include Educational Assistant, Educational Specialist, 

Paraprofessional to the Speech Therapist, Braille Assistant, Intervener for students with 

Deafness or Blindness, and Preschool Assistant, among others.  
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Though paraprofessionals are assigned in supportive roles, researchers have found 

paraprofessionals are assigned frequently to the most challenging students, are 

unsupervised, and often make instructional decisions reserved to certified staff (Downing 

et al., 2000; Giangreco et al., 1997; Marks, Levine, & Schrader, 1999).  Giangreco and 

Broer (2005) investigated the types of duties assigned to special education 

paraprofessionals and found 64% of paraprofessional respondents reported being 

excluded from the activities of the classroom and being physically separated from the 

classroom.  As many as 17% reported they were asked to provide academic support in 

subjects where they felt under-skilled, unskilled, or uncomfortable.  In addition, 70% of 

the paraprofessionals reportedly made curricular and instructional decisions without the 

direct supervision of a certificated special educator (Giangreco & Broer, 2005).  

Instructional Competencies for Paraprofessionals 

Paraprofessionals working in special education must possess a variety of 

instructional skills including providing curricular and individualized instructional 

support, encouraging positive behaviors, communicating with team members, and 

facilitating peer interactions between students.  To accomplish these tasks, 

paraprofessionals are required to serve in a variety of settings within the schools, 

frequently away from the direct supervision of the certified special education teacher 

(Downing, Ryndak, & Clark, 2000).  Paraprofessional assignments may include working 

in preschool classrooms, resource rooms, full-day special education programs, and 

general education classrooms as well as providing services in a combination of settings 

depending on the needs of the student. 
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Standard competencies delineating the basic knowledge and level of 

understanding for beginning special education paraprofessionals have been articulated by 

several professional organizations, including the Council for Exceptional Children (CEC, 

1999), the premier advocacy organization for special education.  The eight common core 

competency strands of the Knowledge and Skills for Special Education Paraeducators 

include: (a) philosophical, historical, and legal foundations of special education:  

(b) characteristics of learners; (c) assessment, diagnosis, and evaluation; d) instructional 

content and practice; (d) supporting the teaching and learning environment; (e) managing 

student behavior and social interaction skills; (f) communication and collaborative 

partnerships; and (g) professionalism and ethical practices.  

Each CEC common core competency strand contains specific knowledge and skill 

indicators for special education paraprofessionals.  For example, skill and knowledge 

indicators related to Instructional Content and Practice include: establishing and 

maintaining rapport with learners; using developmentally and age-appropriate strategies, 

equipment, materials and technologies in order to accomplish instructional objectives; 

assisting in adapting instructional strategies and materials according to the needs of the 

learner; and following written plans, seeking clarification as needed.  Certainly, these 

skills are critical in ensuring students are adequately served in educational settings 

through the support of paraprofessionals.  In most institutions, the methodologies used for 

training special education paraprofessionals in these competencies are left to the 

discretion of the local school district.  No research to date has addressed the topic of 
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paraprofessional training as aligned with the standard competencies defined by CEC’s 

established Knowledge and Skills for Special Education Paraeducators.  

Other organizations have defined standard competencies for their constituents 

including the American Speech, Language and Hearing Association (ASHA), the 

American Physical Therapy Association (APTA), and the American Occupational 

Therapy Association (AOTA).  Some states have established guidelines for 

paraprofessional competency and licensure.  In recent years standard competencies for 

paraprofessionals have been clarified.  However, training and ongoing professional 

development related to the competencies remains minimal.  

Professional Development for Paraprofessionals 

The changing and expanding role of paraprofessionals substantiates a need for 

designing and maintaining multiple types of ongoing professional development programs 

to improve skills, increase job satisfaction, and retain a qualified workforce in the field of 

special education.  School districts need to provide training opportunities for the 

paraprofessional workforce for a number of reasons.  Researchers have emphasized the 

need for paraprofessional participation in competency-based training as part of a 

comprehensive reform of career development programs during the past decade (Downing 

et al., 2000; Jones & Bender, 1993; Pickett & Gerlach, 1997).  Paraprofessionals often 

report their employers provide little or no preparatory training for their assigned roles nor 

do they provide access to the higher education programs designed to improve 

paraprofessional skills (Giangreco et al., 2005).  While a number of two-year 

paraprofessional preparatory programs exist, factors such as the lack of financial 
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assistance, the scheduling of course offerings during school hours, and other cultural 

barriers may prevent paraprofessionals from accessing these skill enhancing programs 

(Tillery et al., 2003). 

The changing roles and responsibilities of paraprofessionals in educational 

settings make it increasingly important for teachers to provide paraprofessionals with 

adequate direction and supervision.  Unfortunately, special education teachers are rarely 

prepared through pre-service or in-service training to work effectively with 

paraprofessionals to improve student performance (Wallace, Shin, Bartholomay, & Stahl, 

2001).  While attention has been given to the design of effective professional 

development to increase the teaching skills of special education teachers, an 

infrastructure to support the development of paraprofessionals in many school districts is 

still underdeveloped (Wallace, 2003).  

Types of Paraprofessional Training 

Conceptually, training is defined as a process involving a presenter, a facilitator, 

or a team of presenters sharing ideas and expertise through a variety of group-based 

activities (Guskey, 2000).  In the review of scholarly paraprofessional development 

articles, the word training is synonymous with ‘professional development’ and constitutes 

the terminology with which paraprofessionals have the most experience.  

The methods used to ensure a competent paraprofessional workforce vary from 

state to state and district to district. Sparks and Loucks-Horsley (1989) described the 

major models of professional development used in educational settings.  These models 

include (a) training, (b) observation/assessment, (c) involvement in an improvement 
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process, (d) study groups, (e) inquiry/action research, (f) individually guided activities, 

and (g) mentoring.  

Training methods for paraprofessionals may include: professional activities such 

as collaboration meetings (Morgan, Ashbaker, & Forbush, 1998); outside professional 

development courses at local universities; presentations on weekends, before, during, or 

after school; study groups; workshops; district-wide training (Vadasy, Sanders, & Peyton, 

2006); school-wide training; self-study (Forbush & Morgan, 2004); individualized skill 

sessions (Bolton & Mayer 2008); and mentoring (Barth, 1981; Evans, 1989; Ma & 

MacMillan, 1999).  Though each method is considered acceptable, on-the-job in-service 

training through school-based professional development activities may be one of the most 

common, effective, and efficient methods to improve job satisfaction (Joyce & Showers, 

1980).  Moshoyannis et al. (1999) stated, “when in-service training for paraprofessionals 

is available, individual schools and/or districts seem to be the ‘major’ providers of in-

service training” (p. 43). 

Training teachers and paraprofessionals to work better together in the 

development of their own professional development plans through on-going informal 

collaborative meetings also has been studied.  Morgan et al. (1998) investigated a 

collaborative training program designed to strengthen collaborative communication 

between paraprofessionals and teachers.  An initial training session was conducted to 

define a process where teachers and paraprofessionals could strengthen their ability to 

work as a team.  This training focused on self-evaluation strategies, practicing effective 

conferencing skills, and collecting observational student performance data.  After the 
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initial training, collaborative meetings were initiated and teachers and paraprofessionals 

identified personal goals needing improvement or strengthening.  Through the objective 

observation of one another’s performance, the subsequent debriefing of those 

observations, and the setting of personal goals, the staff was able to identify their own 

professional development needs more accurately. Becker (1993), on the topic of on-the-

job training, noted: 

The limited information available indicated that on-the-job training is an 

important source of the very large increase in earnings as workers gain 

greater experience at work and recent bold estimates suggest that the total 

investment in on-the-job training may be almost as large as the investment 

in education. (p. 20) 

Paraprofessionals reported receiving more in-service or pre-service training feel 

better prepared to fulfill their job responsibilities (SPeNCE, 2001).  For veteran 

paraprofessionals, as with teachers, some form of skills enhancement through training 

may alter a negative professional path and have a positive influence on job satisfaction. 

Ma and Macmillan (1999) noted, “…through professional development, teachers may be 

exposed to new instructional techniques that challenge their teaching philosophies and 

routines, and they may be encouraged to become involved in experimentations and 

applications of those techniques” (p. 45).  

To assist the states and districts in increasing the pool of teachers, the U.S. 

Department of Education, Office of Special Education Programs, has contributed 

substantial funding to states for the purpose of increasing the number of potential special 



38 

education teachers available to serve special education students.  Some districts elect to 

apply for these funds to provide financial assistance for paraprofessionals to enroll in 

educational courses at a local college.  This action serves to increase the skills of 

paraprofessionals through relevant coursework and also may help to address the special 

education teacher shortage.  

“Grow Your Own” paraprofessional to teacher programs can be helpful in 

increasing skills.  Usually, paraprofessional to teacher programs operate on the premise 

that training those with roots in the community is a reasonable alternative for districts 

experiencing difficulty recruiting teachers from outside teacher education programs. 

Epanchin and Wooley-Brown (1993) described a collaborative program between an 

institution of higher education (IHE), the University of South Florida, and a local 

education agency (LEA), Polk County.  The program was designed to provide the 

collaborating district with two cohorts of 30 certified special education teachers from the 

paraprofessional pool.  Program components included the use of expert teachers as 

instructors and mentors for the paraprofessionals.  This approach attracted a diverse pool 

of applicants.  Epanchin and Wooley-Brown (1993) noted roughly 25% of the students 

(paraprofessionals) in the first cohort were African American, Hispanic, or Native 

American.  Attracting a diverse teaching pool has long been a goal of school districts 

striving to meet the needs of a diverse student population.  

Retention of Paraprofessionals 

Retaining a productive workforce has been linked to job satisfaction (Becker, 

1993; Ma & Macmillan, 1999; Riggs & Mueller, 2001).  The field of special education 
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has been particularly vulnerable to losing trained staff due to the lack of upward mobility 

in comparison to other professions, the low status associated with the teaching profession, 

and often unmanageable workloads (Billingsley & Cross, 1992).  The primary reasons 

paraprofessionals seek employment in educational careers, including teaching, is to 

obtain higher salaries and career advancement (Riggs & Mueller, 2001; Smith, 2003). 

Researchers found when positive and supportive working conditions exist, teachers were 

more apt to view schools as good places to work and were more likely to stay in teaching 

(Billingsley, 2004; Billingsley & Cross, 1992; Brownell et al., 2004). Smith (2004) found 

paraprofessionals becoming teachers have higher retention rates. 

Tillery, Werts, Roark, and Harris (2003) investigated the perceptions of 

paraprofessionals concerning job retention via telephone interviews with 21 

paraprofessionals, 12 of whom had left their jobs within the first 2 years of employment. 

The interview surveyed demographic information, reasons for taking the job as a 

paraprofessional, perceptions of the benefits of the role, barriers to performing their 

assigned role, and reasons for staying or leaving their position.  Out of the 21 

paraprofessionals interviewed, 17 were assigned to general education duties and 4 were 

assigned to special education programs.  Data indicated paraprofessionals choosing to 

remain in their position (n=9) entered the field because of a love for children and 

enjoyment of the 10-month work schedule.  They stayed in the position despite low 

wages and inferior working conditions.  Those paraprofessionals leaving the field (n=12) 

did so reportedly due to stress, workload, lack of respect, assignment to unsafe duties, 
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assignment to tasks they were untrained for, or assignment to tasks beyond the reasonable 

expectations of the job. The authors noted, 

Administrators may be surprised to learn that salaries, although a major 

concern, may not be the single most motivating factor affecting retention, 

but rather a myriad of retention issues that could be classified under the 

general heading working conditions may be the primary cause of attrition. 

(p. 125) 

Attracting and retaining qualified paraprofessionals by creating a work 

environment where they can attain a high level of job satisfaction is an important part of a 

school’s capacity to support all students and particularly those with disabilities within 

general education classrooms.  Retaining paraprofessionals satisfied with their 

environment (a) allows for more effective training experiences; (b) encourages 

collaborative working relationships with the teaching staff; (c) enables school 

administrators to make strategic staffing decisions; and (d) provides stability for students 

with disabilities (Giangreco, Edelman, & Broer, 2001).  

Several researchers have studied the relationship between paraprofessional 

training and the cultivation of special education teachers through the paraprofessional 

workforce (Bernal & Aragon 2004; White, 2004).  In a focus group study, Bernal and 

Aragon (2004) identified some of the key elements affecting the success of targeted 

paraprofessional training programs.  The factors increasing the success of the 

paraprofessional targeted training programs were related to social supports such as 

family and advisors, academic supports such as tutors and mentors, and financial 
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support for tuition and books.  When district-sponsored paraprofessional training 

programs tap valuable local resources by offering opportunities to obtain a teaching 

credential, especially in rural school districts, the result may be a highly diversified 

pool of teacher candidates.  As a result of targeted training programs, White (2004) 

attracted a diverse pool of potential candidates by offering financial assistance to 

paraprofessionals.  Fifty-two percent of program applicants were students from 

economically disadvantaged minority populations.  A review of the retention rates after 

three cohorts revealed 98-100% of paraprofessional graduates were employed upon 

completion. In a follow up study 13 years later, the attrition rate for these graduates was 

less than 1%. 

Perceptions of Paraprofessionals about their Training 

Marks, Schrader, and Levine (1999) investigated the experience of 20 

paraprofessionals working in inclusive settings.  Paraprofessionals reported they assumed 

primary responsibility for students because (a) they wanted the inclusion experience to be 

positive and did not want to ‘bother’ the teacher, (b) they felt their daily contact with a 

student made them “an expert” on the needs of the student, (c) they were viewed by 

teachers and parents as being the educational expert for certain students, and (d) they 

found themselves representing the inclusion movement.  The complexities of using 

paraprofessionals to support students in the instructional setting requires the sharing of 

expertise through ongoing collaborative meetings, discussing and clarifying classroom 

roles, and training in instructional strategies and inclusive practices.  
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Riggs and Mueller (2001) investigated various training and professional 

development opportunities for paraprofessionals.  While 70% of participants indicated 

teacher in-service training was available to them, 75% indicated the training was 

irrelevant to their needs.  Most paraprofessionals reported receiving on-the-job training in 

the form of advice and assistance from other paraprofessionals.  Given the absence of a 

set of standards to guide the development of appropriate professional development 

programs, training, although available, may not increase the skill level of the 

paraprofessional.  

Calabrese and Bowser (1988) designed a study to measure satisfaction regarding a 

district in-service training program.  The participants included 167 school personnel - 

general education teachers, special education teachers, and administrators from 

elementary and secondary sites.  A formal inventory scale was administered in an attempt 

to assess levels of satisfaction concerning the school district’s training program. 

Participants were asked to respond to questions on a five-point Likert scale. Quantitative 

data were analyzed using ANOVA, t-tests, and correlational statistics. The data suggested 

positive employee attitudes toward in-service training could be enhanced by including 

representatives from the various subgroups (special education teachers, paraprofessionals, 

and other support staff) in the design and planning stages of the training.  Special 

education teachers in this study believed the failure of professional developers to consider 

their goals and opinions created a situation frustrating their mission educationally and 

further polarizing general and special education teachers.  Researchers also identified a 
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significant relationship between length of service and a greater degree of satisfaction with 

the planning and implementation of in-service plans for instructional staff. 

Research Procedures Used to Research Measure Paraprofessional Perceptions 

Riggs and Mueller (2001) designed a mixed method study to investigate the 

perceptions of public elementary school paraprofessionals concerning their hiring and 

deployment, roles and duties in inclusive classrooms, training, and job satisfaction as 

evidenced by retention.  The researchers conducted guided interviews with 23 

paraprofessionals employed at public elementary schools where training programs 

existed.  The purpose of the open-ended interview phase was to identify what 

paraprofessionals perceived as the important aspects of their experiences through candid 

responses.  In a second phase, a 100-item structured survey in a multiple-choice format 

was administered to respondents regarding hiring and deployment, roles and duties, 

training, and job satisfaction.  Descriptive tables were used to identify the duties and 

responsibilities of the paraprofessionals.  Both beginning and veteran paraprofessionals 

reported a need for more training.  Paraprofessionals in this study believed teachers did 

not provide them with the training needed to function successfully.  Paraprofessionals 

also reported local and state education agencies failed to provide supplemental in-service 

and pre-service training to assist them in their assigned duties.  

Moshoyannis et al. (1999) investigated the training needs and perceptions of 

teacher and paraprofessional teams in the New York City Public Schools through survey 

and focus group research.  Three surveys were developed and sent to paraprofessionals 

and teachers.  The first survey, the Roles and Responsibilities Questionnaire, addressed 
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the roles and responsibilities of paraprofessionals as members of instructional teams.  The 

second survey, the Paraprofessional Training Needs Questionnaire, sought to identify 

how paraprofessionals perceived their training and education needs and what they 

perceived to be barriers to achieving their personal career goals.  The third survey asked 

supervising teachers about the skills and knowledge required to oversee and to work 

more effectively with paraprofessionals.  The paraprofessional return response rate was 

27% for the Roles and Responsibilities Questionnaire and 26% for the Paraprofessionals 

Training Needs Questionnaire. Responses revealed 32% of the paraprofessional 

respondents were offered some kind of professional development by their school districts, 

although paraprofessional input was not solicited in making decisions about the type of 

training needed.  The researchers found paraprofessionals did not receive training when 

assigned to new job responsibilities.  In addition, paraprofessionals were not adequately 

informed about scheduled training sessions.  The lack of communication regarding 

training availability and the infrequent scheduling of formalized trainings were obstacles 

to paraprofessionals as they sought the acquisition of new skills. 

Downing, Ryndak, and Clark (2000) conducted a study to assess the perceptions 

of 16 paraprofessionals serving students with severe disabilities assigned to general 

education inclusive classrooms.  Telephone interviews were conducted with an open-

ended format ranging from 20-65 minutes in length.  The study found the amount of time 

paraprofessionals attended in-service training sessions varied significantly with a range of 

one hour to 8.5 days per year.  The in-service sessions focused on behavioral 

interventions, inclusion, and curricular adaptations.  Some paraprofessionals described 
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the sessions as helpful; others reported the training was not tailored to the type of 

students they specifically served in their assigned role.  Despite the availability of in-

service training opportunities and the resources to fund them, paraprofessionals perceived 

their training to be inadequate in helping them perform their assigned tasks or in 

developing their competence in teaching reading, language arts, math, communication 

development, social skills, and daily living skills.  A small number of paraprofessionals 

stated additional training was needed in interpersonal skills, computer utilization, and 

basic academics in order for them to assist students in core content areas.  

Giangreco and Broer (2005) collected data from 153 special education 

paraprofessionals.  In a questionnaire, paraprofessionals were asked to indicate the 

percentage of time they spent in close proximity to their assigned students. In addition, 

they were asked to approximate the percentage of time they engaged in each of the 

following task categories: providing clerical support, supervising students, assisting with 

personal care, supplying behavior support, implementing instruction planned and 

supervised by a teacher, and engaging in self-directed activities.  An additional 17 

statements were added to the questionnaire to seek paraprofessional perspectives about 

what actually happens in schools rather than what paraprofessionals feel should happen. 

The paraprofessionals reported they spent an average of 47% of their time implementing 

instruction planned by a certified teacher.  Sixty-four percent of special education 

paraprofessionals indicated they and the student with a disability they served were 

separated from the activities of the classroom.  

Summary 
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For this chapter, a review of the literature on paraprofessional topics focused on 

changes in special education impacting the expanding role of paraprofessionals in 

schools, the instructional competencies needed by paraprofessionals, professional 

development for paraprofessionals, types of paraprofessional training, the retention of 

paraprofessionals, the perceptions of paraprofessionals about their training, and the 

procedures used for conducting research in paraprofessional studies.  The research 

reviewed also revealed some deficiencies within paraprofessional training programs to 

help paraprofessionals meet the competency guidelines established by the CEC’s 

Beginning Knowledge and Skills for Special Education Paraeducators and supported a 

need for paraprofessionals to have access to better training to perform the duties and tasks 

assigned to them.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

RESEARCH PROCEDURES 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the perceptions of paraprofessionals 

concerning the preparation for their roles, the types of training they received, and the 

extent to which their training and length of service were related to their desire to enter the 

field of special education as a teacher.  This chapter describes the research methodology 

used for this study and includes a description of the research sites, population, 

recruitment and consent procedures, instrument development, collection of data, and data 

analysis and treatment.  

Description of Research Sites 

State  

The southwestern state used in this study has three large population hubs 

geographically dispersed in the northern, central and southern regions of the state.  The 

state has a rapidly expanding population base, particularly in exurban locales (cities 

beyond the suburbs exhibiting rural qualities but appearing to be in the path of urban 

growth). 

The state was selected because its rapid population growth has led to an increased 

demand for teachers in special education.  Also, this state’s department of education has 

distributed grant funding to local school districts and regions for the purpose of 

developing training programs to assist paraprofessionals in becoming highly qualified 
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according to NCLB standards through college coursework or by pursuing advanced 

degrees in special education. 

County  

The county this sample was drawn from is located in the central part of the 

southwestern region of the state and encompasses an area of about 5,371 square miles. 

The county has experienced accelerated growth and is the state's second fastest growing 

county with a population of approximately 271,059 (U.S. Census, 2006).  The county 

population has risen 51% in the past five years.  The county has 19 public school 

districts, 60 public school sites, 25,000 students, 1,400 certified school employees, and 

2,100 classified school employees. Native American reservations surround the county on 

all geographic sides.  The county has a diverse student population with 50% Hispanic, 

36% Anglo, 7% Native American, 6% African American and 1% Asian enrollment (U.S. 

Census, 2006).  

This county was targeted because a federally funded grant allowed the local 

community college to enlarge its training program for paraprofessionals.  Training 

opportunities were available for paraprofessionals in most districts within the county.  

The federal grant also provided additional funding for paraprofessionals to pursue higher 

level coursework at a college if desired. In addition, the local county educational office 

offered study sessions to help paraprofessionals obtain a passing score on a standardized 

assessment used by local districts to achieve ‘highly qualified’ status. 
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District  

The district the sample was drawn from has a total population of 45,000 and 

covers 668 square miles.  The district is an elementary school district with 10 school 

sites.  The local population has grown by 33% since 1995.  More than 7,600 students in 

preschool through eighth grade are served within the district.  The demographic 

breakdown of students includes 53% Hispanic, 35% Anglo, 5% African American, 6% 

Native American and .1% of other racial or ethnic origins (Arizona Department of 

Education, 2006).  

This district was selected because it is the largest district in the county and 

employs the largest number of special education paraprofessionals (n=92).  In the district, 

two days have been added to each paraprofessional contract to accommodate training 

sessions.  Many special education paraprofessionals in the district have participated in 

training programs offered by the county office and the local community college.  Since 

the paraprofessionals in the district have had access to a variety of training opportunities, 

it was assumed they might be willing to share their perceptions and comments about their 

training experiences.  

Description of the Population 

This study targeted 92 paraprofessionals assigned to assist elementary special 

education teachers in providing instructional support to identified special education 

students as their primary role.  The ages of the participants ranged from 18 to 65 years. 

Participants were of both genders and all ethnicities.  No special efforts were used to 
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encourage the recruitment of women and/or individuals from racial or ethnic minority 

groups.  

Job titles for the target population included Educational Assistant, Educational 

Specialist, Paraprofessional to the Speech Therapist, Braille Assistant, and Intervener.  

The target population also included substitute paraprofessionals serving in a long-term 

capacity in the school district.  Paraprofessional assignments included preschool 

classrooms, resource rooms, full-day programs, and one-to-one tutoring.  

Recruitment and Consent Procedures 

The superintendent of the targeted school district was contacted by written letter. 

The letter described the study and requested the participation of the special education 

paraprofessionals in the school district (see Appendix A).  After written permission was 

granted to conduct research in the school district, the researcher began to identify special 

education paraprofessionals as potential participants.  

Three separate meetings were scheduled at three different elementary sites at 

varying times (two early mornings and one afternoon) to accommodate the schedules of 

the participants and to offer a choice of time and location.  As a convenience, the meeting 

sites were located in key areas (north, south and central) within close proximity to the 

paraprofessionals worksites.  

Special education paraprofessionals were invited through both a recruitment letter 

and a flyer listing the available times to participate in group meetings to complete the 

questionnaire (see Appendix B).  The letters and flyers were hand-delivered to each 
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paraprofessional at his/her respective worksite.  A copy of the meeting flyer was sent to 

each site principal to inform him/her of the scheduled meetings.  

The recruitment letter informed special education paraprofessionals they could 

attend any scheduled session.  Potential participants also were informed of the protection 

of their privacy, as names would not be used in the reporting of any results.  Special 

education paraprofessionals choosing not to participate experienced no negative 

consequences as a result of non-participation.  

Instrument Development 

The methods and instruments used in this study were developed after reviewing 

existing research studies about the experiences of paraprofessionals, perceptions 

regarding training, and the competencies needed to work with children with disabilities 

listed by the Council for Exceptional Children (CEC, 1999; Downing et al., 2000; Ma & 

MacMillan, 2001; Moshoyannis et al., 1999; Pickett & Gerlach, 1997; Riggs & Mueller, 

2001; Tillery et al., 2003).  Each of these studies has made important contributions in 

understanding perceptions about paraprofessional training.  

Based on this review of research, a questionnaire was designed to collect the most 

commonly requested information related to work assignment, training experiences and 

the relationship between training experiences and the core competencies for 

paraprofessionals established by the Council for Exceptional Children (CEC, 1999).  The 

demographic and perceptual questions included in this questionnaire were based 

primarily on a program evaluation instrument developed by Moshoyannis et al. (1999) 

evaluating a project undertaken by the New York City Public Schools to measure 
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paraprofessional perceptions related to training.  This program evaluation instrument was 

designed to examine perceptions of satisfaction by asking each paraprofessional 

respondent to give a personal, affective answer to each question.  This instrument was 

adapted with permission from the authors (see Appendix C). 

The initial questionnaire consisted of 45 items and requested the participants to 

select the response most representative of their experiences.  Questions 1-2 asked 

paraprofessionals to identify their work assignment and the age range of the students with 

whom they worked. Question 3 asked paraprofessionals to identify their length of service 

as a paraprofessional. Questions 4-5 were designed to be reflective: paraprofessionals 

were asked to provide input about how the workplace has changed over the past five 

years and how they see it changing over the next five years.  Questions 6-13 asked 

paraprofessionals to identify what they liked about their job, what they thought about 

their training opportunities, what they perceived to be the best way to provide training, 

and what factors they thought were related to effective training.  An additional 32 

questions itemized the specific CEC Knowledge and Skill competencies and asked 

participants to rate their level of satisfaction with the training they had experienced in 

relation to each competency.  More specifically, the questionnaire asked participants to 

rate the level of their satisfaction with paraprofessional training opportunities as related to 

the eight core competency standards identified by CEC using a 5-point Likert scale of 

indicators ranging from “Very Satisfied” to “Very Dissatisfied”.  The CEC competency 

standards were selected for use in this study as they represented a national standard for 

special education paraprofessionals.  The wording used to define the original knowledge 
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and skill statements was retained since many states do not have a uniform set of 

established competencies for paraprofessionals working in special education programs.  

Pilot Study 

Participants 

A pilot version of the paraprofessional training questionnaire was administered to 

10 special education paraprofessionals.  The 10 paraprofessionals selected for the pilot 

study were volunteers responding to a written request for interested special education 

paraprofessionals to contact the director of special education of the school district, the 

primary investigator in this project.  The 10 paraprofessionals contacted the researcher 

either by telephone or by electronic mail and indicated their desire to participate in the 

pilot study.  Of the 10 special education paraprofessionals participating in the pilot study, 

four had 1-2 years of service as a paraprofessional, two had 3-5 years of service, and four 

had 11-15 years of service.  The sole selection criterion for the pilot study was the 

assignment of the paraprofessional to assist in the provision of special education services 

to a student with a disability.  

The pilot questionnaire (see Appendix D) was hand delivered to each 

paraprofessional accompanied by a letter reiterating the purpose of the study and the 

importance of participant feedback.  Paraprofessionals were asked to provide feedback 

concerning (1) their understanding of the performance indicators, (2) the clarity and 

phrasing of the indicators, and (3) the terms used in the questionnaire.  According to the 

instructions given by the researcher, paraprofessionals were to read each question 

carefully and make notes on the questionnaire regarding the clarity or phrasing of items. 
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The researcher requested an honest and comprehensive critique of the questionnaire in 

preparation for the large scale project. 

Procedural Modifications 

The researcher received questionnaires from eight paraprofessionals responding 

with written comments.  In addition, as a culminating activity for the pilot study, an 

informal meeting was held with two participants separately to solicit their feedback and 

reactions regarding the questionnaire.  Notes were taken during the meeting to assist the 

researcher in capturing the feedback.  Consistent suggestions or recommendations for 

changes related to the phrasing of the indicators used in the questionnaire were 

incorporated. In some cases, items were removed; however, the integrity of the original 

questionnaire was preserved.  For example, two questions were removed from the final 

questionnaire as most participants noted a large number of paraprofessionals had not been 

employed for five years or more and had difficulty describing the working conditions 

from past years. 

The Paraprofessional Training Questionnaire was finalized by incorporating 

feedback from the pilot study and adding questions to obtain demographic information 

about criteria such as length of service, work assignments, opportunities for training, 

satisfaction with training, and recruiting experiences.  Relevant literature regarding 

paraprofessional perceptions and training experiences coupled with the researcher’s 

familiarity in working with paraprofessionals as a supervising teacher and as the director 

of special education also contributed to the development of the final version of the 

questionnaire used in this study.  
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The final version of the questionnaire began with the Subject’s Disclaimer 

Consent Form (see Appendix E).  This form introduced the researcher, identified the 

approximate time commitment to complete the questionnaire, and outlined the risks and 

benefits of participation in the study.  Stapled to the Subject’s Disclaimer Consent Form 

was the Paraprofessional Training Questionnaire (see Appendix F).  The questionnaire 

included 46 items (41 closed-ended or checklist questions and five open-ended questions) 

designed to seek perspectives on training experiences.  Information about 

paraprofessional experience including years in current position and current assignment 

was requested. Questions 1, 2, 3, and 5a were single-response items designed to collect 

demographic information related to work assignment, length of service, job setting, 

training opportunities and the frequency of meetings with teachers to discuss 

paraprofessional skills and competencies.  Four questions (4, 5b, 8, and 12) utilized a 

checklist format designed to elicit responses regarding the availability of training 

opportunities, the types of training opportunities offered, and the methods used for 

informing paraprofessionals about training opportunities.  One question (7) presented 32 

knowledge and skill statements from the CEC core competency standards for special 

education paraprofessionals.  Paraprofessionals were requested to indicate whether they 

had received training in each area addressed by the statement.  Three open-ended 

questions (6, 10b, 10c) allowed participants to describe the competencies or skill areas 

they perceived as required for their work assignments and to indicate the types of training 

most and least helpful to them.  Question 9 allowed participants to indicate their level of 

satisfaction with the training opportunities they had received from their employer. 
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Paraprofessionals were asked to indicate whether training helped them to do their job 

better in Question 10. Question 11 was designed to assess whether the training they had 

received was effective in influencing them to remain in the field of education.  

Concluding the questionnaire, two additional open-ended questions asked 

paraprofessionals to comment on their experiences with paraprofessional training. 

Collection of the Data 

Completion Procedures 

Because the researcher was employed by the school district, a trained research 

assistant attended and facilitated all sessions when the questionnaire was administered to 

reduce any influence or bias.  The research assistant stressed the voluntary nature of 

participation and took additional precautions to ensure the anonymity of questionnaire 

data.  Prior to administering the questionnaire, special education paraprofessionals were 

made aware verbally that the purpose of the project was to explore the perceptions of 

paraprofessionals and their training experiences while working in an elementary school 

district.  

Although federal regulations require the use of a signed consent form in research 

studies, the University of Arizona Institutional Review Board (IRB) was asked to waive 

this requirement as the risks of participating in this research project were minimal and 

involved no procedures for which written consent is normally required. In lieu of a signed 

consent form, a Subject’s Disclaimer Consent Form was used.  The research assistant 

reviewed the Subject’s Disclaimer Consent Form with participants attending the 

scheduled meetings.  Participants were apprised of the purpose of the study in addition to 
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the benefits, risks, and commitment expectations for the study.  The non-participation 

option was clearly delineated as well as the option to quit or skip questions at any point in 

the process.  After completing the questionnaire, participants were given a copy of the 

Subject’s Disclaimer Consent Form for reference. 

Data Collection Modification 

At the conclusion of the third scheduled meeting, seven Paraprofessional Training 

Questionnaires were completed.  This represented an 11.9% response rate.  The 

researcher was contacted by one prospective participant requesting a copy of the 

questionnaire for independent completion, as attendance at a scheduled meeting was not 

possible.  One principal contacted the researcher to solicit alternate methods for 

participation, explaining paraprofessionals at his school site were committed to specific 

non-instructional duties and could not be released to participate during the previously 

scheduled meeting times.  

The original Human Subject Review Proposal was amended to provide an 

alternate means of securing paraprofessional participation (see Appendix G).  Each 

special education paraprofessional in the district not attending one of the scheduled 

meetings received a hand-delivered copy of the questionnaire with a return envelope 

addressed to the special education office.  These paraprofessionals were told their 

participation was voluntary and the questionnaire could be completed in private.  This 

process yielded an additional 41 questionnaires resulting in a 44.6% participation rate. 

Analysis and Treatment of Data 

Coding  



58 

The completed questionnaires were available only to the researcher and research 

assistant.  Responses from the questionnaires were entered into a data spreadsheet and 

participant data was assigned a numerical code for use in the study.  Personally 

identifiable information was not revealed to anyone other than the researcher.  These data 

were then analyzed using the SPSS System (SPSS, 2004) and tables were prepared to 

display the results.  The closed-ended questions listed on the questionnaire had a 

categorical response option.  The analysis of data for the closed-ended questions on the 

Paraprofessional Training Questionnaire began by describing how responses were 

distributed among the categories. 

All questionnaire responses, with the exception of the open-ended responses, were 

entered into the SPSS. Tables and charts were utilized to display participant information. 

Descriptive statements were used to describe, summarize, and interpret the data set.  

Cross-tabulation tables were used to assist in identifying relationships between specific 

topics and the demographic characteristics of the respondents.  This analysis helped 

determine which paraprofessionals were most impacted by training and also might lead to 

new ideas for improving the delivery and impact of paraprofessional training programs. 

A small number of questions were unanswered by some of the paraprofessionals. 

Thus, the number of participants in each analysis varied as reflected in the respective 

tables.  If all questions were answered with the exception of questions 5b and 7, the 

participant was considered not to have received training in the specified knowledge and 

skill statement and the response was coded accordingly.  
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To provide context and summary information about the participants, Questions 1- 

3 were single-response items requesting responses indicating work assignment, the 

assigned job setting, and length of service.  These data were organized using tables to 

describe the characteristics of the participants so relationships between these 

characteristics and the experiences of the participants could be better understood.  

Analysis for Research Question One 

What kinds of training opportunities have special education paraprofessionals 

received in preparation for their assigned roles?  

Participant data were categorized into tables to determine whether participants 

had been offered training and to analyze the kinds of training paraprofessionals had 

received to prepare them for their defined roles.  These tables represented the frequency 

of paraprofessional responses indicating the availability of training opportunities, the 

frequency of instructional meetings with a supervising teacher, and the types of training 

paraprofessionals received throughout their experience (Questions 4 and 5).  To elicit 

information about the types of training paraprofessionals attended, the participants were 

asked to choose from among 11 training options including formal and informal trainings 

presented in a checklist format (Question 8).  The options included in the questionnaire 

were selected based on the review of literature on paraprofessional training opportunities 

and upon prompts used in similar surveys.  Participants were able to indicate other 

training sources not listed on the questionnaire.  The collected data identified the most 

frequent methods used to inform paraprofessionals of training opportunities (Question 

12).  These data were displayed in rank order using frequency counts and tables.  
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Analysis for Research Question Two 

How do training opportunities for special education paraprofessionals align with 

the common core competencies established by the Council for Exceptional Children for 

paraprofessionals? 

To analyze the alignment of training opportunities for special education 

paraprofessionals to the CEC competency standards, participants were requested to 

choose those topics most frequently discussed with a supervising teacher from a list 

representing the eight core competency areas identified by CEC as essential to the work 

of special education paraprofessionals (Question 5b).  These data were reported using a 

frequency table.  For greater detail concerning the skills acquired by paraprofessionals 

through training, a frequency table was used to categorize the 32 skill items in which 

paraprofessionals reported they received training (Question 7).  Items not marked by a 

participant were not coded as valid responses.  

Analysis for Research Question Three 

What are the perceptions of special education paraprofessionals concerning their 

training opportunities?  

To analyze the perceptions of paraprofessionals regarding the helpfulness of 

training for their assigned roles, additional open-ended questions were added related to 

the knowledge they believed they needed to know in order to do their jobs, the most 

helpful training, and the least helpful training they received (Questions 6, 10b, and 10c). 

These data were compiled into a spreadsheet.  Within the spreadsheet, the responses were 
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listed in rank order as identified by the participants.  In addition, the responses from 

Question 10 (a) were categorized within a table.  

Analysis for Research Question Four 

How satisfied are special education paraprofessionals with the amount and kinds 

of support they receive from their school district?  

The term “support” refers to the conditions enabling paraprofessionals to learn the 

duties required of them, receive evaluation helping them excel in their position, and 

become more aware of the importance of their role on the instructional team.  To analyze 

the satisfaction of special education paraprofessionals with the training they had received 

for their roles, frequency counts were used to organize the data from Question 9. 

Additional information and comments from the two open-ended concluding statements 

on the Paraprofessional Training Questionnaire regarding paraprofessionals comments 

with training and their satisfaction with training were included in the report of the 

findings.  

Analysis for Research Question Five 

Is there a significant relationship between the effectiveness of training and the 

desire of special education paraprofessionals to enter the field of special education as 

teachers? 

Participants were asked to identify the effectiveness of their training in their 

decision to remain in the field of education (Question 11).  These data were displayed in 

a frequency table.  Participants also were asked to consider their desire to become a 

special education teacher and to indicate whether the training they received helped them 
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make their decision (Questions 13 and 14).  Data were analyzed using cross-tabulation 

tables to graphically display the points of intersection for the two variables.  Cross-

tabulation tables also were used to compare responses related to paraprofessional 

satisfaction with training (Questions 9) and paraprofessionals’ beliefs about the 

effectiveness of training (Question 11) with their decision to remain in the field of 

education (Question 13).  Inferential statistics including Chi Square Tests (Jaccard & 

Becker, 2002) were considered to allow the researcher to make inferences about the 

paraprofessional responses based on sample data statistics.  Other measures such as non-

parametric statistics using the Kruskal-Wallis test and the Kendall’s tau were considered 

to test for differences and relationships.  Kruskal-Wallis is the non-parametric equivalent 

of analysis of variance and Kendall’s tau is used for ordinal level data correlations 

(Clason & Dormody, 1994).  

Analysis for Research Question Six 

Is there a significant relationship between length of service and the desire of 

special education paraprofessionals to enter the field of special education as teachers? 

Cross tabulation tables were used to analyze responses to examine whether a 

relationship existed between the length of service and the desire of the paraprofessional 

to become a special education teacher (Questions 2 and 13).  Inferential statistics 

including Chi Square Tests (Jaccard & Becker, 2002) were considered to allow the 

researcher to make inferences about the paraprofessional responses based on sample data 

statistics.  Other measures such as non-parametric statistics using the Kruskal-Wallis test 

and the Kendall’s tau were considered to test for differences and relationships.   
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 
RESEARCH FINDINGS 

Chapter Four presents analysis of the data gathered from questionnaires 

completed by 48 special education paraprofessionals in one school district.  The chapter 

begins with a description of participant demographics.  The perceptions of 

paraprofessionals regarding how training prepared them for their roles and satisfaction 

about the training opportunities offered are presented.  In addition, the chapter analyzes 

how training has affected the desire of paraprofessionals to enter the field of special 

education as teachers in relation to the length of service experience working as a 

paraprofessional.  For clarity in reporting the results of the study, the 48 questions from 

the questionnaire are organized according to the six research questions presented in 

Chapter One. 

Participants 

Flyers were sent to 92 special education paraprofessionals employed in one 

school district. The data were categorized in Table 1 to summarize the number of 

questionnaires returned, the number of questionnaires sent, the total percent return of 

questionnaires for the respective paraprofessional subgroup assignments, and the percent 

return for the group.  Forty-eight questionnaires were returned. Preschool 

paraprofessionals returned five (10.4%) questionnaires and elementary (K-2) 

paraprofessionals returned 12 (25%) questionnaires.  Elementary special education 
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paraprofessionals serving Grades 3-5 returned 13 (27.1%) questionnaires.  Middle school 

special education paraprofessionals returned 18 (37.5%) questionnaires.    

Table 1 

Data Regarding Returned Questionnaires 
 
 Amount Returned/ % Questionnaires     % Total Group 

 Amount Sent        Returned 

 
Total # of Questionnaires Returned = 48 

Total # of Questionnaires Originally Sent = 92 
 
Preschool  5/12 41.6     10.4 
 
Elementary (Grades K, 1, 2)  12/28 42.8     25 
 
Elementary (Grades 3, 4, 5)  13/28 46.4     27.1 
 
Middle School/Junior High  18/24       75      37.5 
 
 
 

The return rate of paraprofessionals in various assignments was investigated.  Of 

the total number of questionnaires originally sent to special education paraprofessionals 

as subgroups, paraprofessionals serving middle school students returned the largest 

number of questionnaires (75%).  Less than one-half of paraprofessionals assigned to 

Grades K-2 (42.8%) and Grades 3-5 (46.4%) returned questionnaires. Preschool 

paraprofessionals returned 41.6% of the delivered questionnaires. 

Information on the settings where paraprofessionals were assigned was compiled 

from responses to Question 3.  Forty-eight paraprofessionals responded to this item. 

Twenty-one paraprofessionals (43.8%) reported they were assigned to full-time self-
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contained special education classrooms.  Sixteen of the paraprofessionals (33.3%) 

reported they worked in a combination of special education and general education 

classrooms.  Five paraprofessionals (10.4%) were assigned to resource classrooms, 4 

(8.3%) worked in preschool classrooms and two paraprofessionals (4.2%) were assigned 

most frequently to the general education classrooms.  Table 2 presents the data for the 

settings of paraprofessional assignments.  

Table 2 

Paraprofessional Setting Assignments  
 
 n %  

 
Paraprofessionals (N = 48) 

 
  
General Education Classrooms 2 4.2 
 
Resource Classrooms 5 10.4 
 
Special Education Classrooms 
(full-time self-contained) 21 43.8 
 
Preschool 4 8.3 
 
Combination of Special  
and General Education Classrooms 16 33.3 
   

 

 

Research Question One: What Kinds of Training Have Special Education 

Paraprofessionals Received in Preparation for Their Assigned Roles? 
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The first research question is directed toward the availability of training 

opportunities for paraprofessionals, frequency of meetings between paraprofessionals and 

a supervising teacher, types of training opportunities offered to paraprofessionals, and the 

methods used to inform paraprofessionals about training opportunities. 

Training Opportunities 

Participant responses were examined to determine whether paraprofessionals were 

offered training opportunities to assist them in their work with students (Question 4).  

Forty-eight paraprofessionals (100%) responded to this question.  See Table 3.  Thirty-

five paraprofessionals (72.9%) reported being offered training opportunities to assist 

them in their work with students. Eight paraprofessionals (16.7%) reported they were 

unsure if they had been offered training.  Although five paraprofessionals (10.4%) 

indicated they had received no training, these paraprofessionals responded to the 

remaining questions about training opportunities.  Since paraprofessional training may be 

delivered at both formal and informal events, the researcher made the decision to include 

and report the responses in the appropriate sections of the completed questionnaires.  
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Table 3 

Training Offered to Paraprofessionals  
 
 n %  

   
Paraprofessionals (N = 48) 

 
 

Yes 35 72.9 
 
Unsure  8 16.7 
 
No  5 10.4 

 
 

Frequency of Paraprofessional Meetings with Supervising Teachers  

The frequency of skill development meetings held between paraprofessionals and 

a supervising teacher were examined (Question 5).  Forty-eight paraprofessionals (100%) 

responded to this item.  See Table 4.  Eighteen paraprofessionals (37.5%) reported 

meeting daily with their supervising teachers, 14 paraprofessionals (29.2%) reported 

meeting weekly, and eight paraprofessionals (16.7%) reported meeting monthly.  Two 

paraprofessionals (4.2%) reported meeting quarterly and six paraprofessionals (12.5%) 

reported never meeting with their supervising teacher to discuss their skill development 

and abilities.  
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Table 4 

Frequency of Paraprofessional Meetings with a Supervising Teacher  
 
 n %  

    
Paraprofessionals (N = 48) 

 
 
Daily 18 37.5 
 
Weekly 14 29.2 
 
Monthly 8 16.7 
 
Quarterly 2 4.2 
 
Never 6 12.5 

 

Overall, 32 paraprofessionals (66.7%) reported meeting with their supervising 

special education teacher on a daily or weekly basis to discuss skill development and 

abilities.  Conversely, 16 paraprofessionals (33.4%) reported meeting infrequently 

(monthly, quarterly, or never) with a supervising teacher. 

 

Types of Training Opportunities Attended  

A list of 11 different types of training opportunities potentially available to 

paraprofessionals was presented in the questionnaire (Question 8).  Paraprofessionals 

were asked to mark all training opportunities applicable to their experience.  All of the 48 

paraprofessionals responded to this question.  See Table 5 for information on 

paraprofessional training experiences reported in the questionnaire.  A range of responses 

was found from 38 paraprofessionals (79.2%) reporting frequent training by school 
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inservice and paraprofessional development while six paraprofessionals (12.5%) reported 

training was only through meetings with their mentor.  However, each of the 11 types of 

training opportunities presented was experienced by at least one paraprofessional. 

Additionally, paraprofessionals were asked to identify any type of training they received 

that had not been listed as an option on the questionnaire.  No responses identifying other 

types of training were received. 

Table 5 

Types of Training Opportunities Attended by Paraprofessionals  
 
 n %  

 
Paraprofessionals (N = 48) 

 
  
In-service conducted by your school 38       79.2% 
 
Paraprofessional development workshop 38 79.2% 
 
District-based class for paraprofessionals 33 68.7% 
 
College coursework 26 54.1% 
 
Self-study materials 20 41.7% 
 
Training with a special education teacher 15 31.3% 
 
Professional agency workshop 13 27.1% 
 
Staff development class designed for teachers 10 20.8% 
 
Professional agency conference 9 18.8% 
 
Observation of an exemplary program 8 16.7% 
 
Meeting with an assigned mentor 6 12.5% 
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The most frequent training opportunities, reported by 38 paraprofessionals, 

included an inservice conducted by their school (79.2%) and 38 paraprofessionals 

(79.2%) also reported attending a paraprofessional development workshop.  Thirty-three 

paraprofessionals (68.7%) reported attending a district-based class for paraprofessionals 

and 26 paraprofessionals (54.1%) reported college coursework as a common training 

experience.  

Some training settings were less frequently offered, with 20 paraprofessionals 

(41.7%) reporting training through self-study materials, 15 paraprofessionals (31.3%) 

indicated they worked with a special education teacher to receive training, and 13 

paraprofessionals (27.1%) attended workshops sponsored by a professional agency.  

Other paraprofessionals selected less frequent training opportunities in other settings.  

Ten paraprofessionals (20.8%) attended a staff development class designed for teachers, 

nine paraprofessionals (18.8%) went to a conference sponsored by a professional agency,  

eight paraprofessionals (16.7%) observed an exemplary program.  Meeting with an 

assigned mentor was reported by six paraprofessionals (12.5%).  

Methods Used to Communicate Training Opportunities  

Paraprofessionals were asked to indicate how they were informed about training 

opportunities (Question 12).  Participants were asked to mark all options applicable to 

their experience.  Of the 48 questionnaires received, the number of responses to 

individual items ranged from 31 paraprofessionals (64.6%) to two paraprofessionals 

(4.2%).  Table 6 displays the data communication methods used to announce the 

availability of training for paraprofessionals.  Paraprofessionals reported they frequently 
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were informed about training opportunities by three main sources: administrators (n = 31, 

64.6%), special education teachers (n = 29, 60.4%), and flyers (n = 27, 56.3%). 

Table 6 

 
Methods Used to Inform Paraprofessionals About Training  
 
 n %  

  
Paraprofessionals (N = 48) 

 
Administration 31 64.6 
 
Special Education Teachers 29 60.4 
 
Flyers 27 56.3 
 
Brochures 11 22.9 
 
Newsletters  8 16.7 
 
On Your Own  6 12.5 
 
General Education Teachers 5 10.4 
 
College Catalog 4 8.3 
 
Not informed  4 8.3 
 
Newspapers 2 4.2 

 

Other sources were used less frequently to inform paraprofessionals of training 

opportunities.  Eleven paraprofessionals (22.9%) reported they received information 

about training by brochures, newsletters (n = 8, 16.7%), on their own (n = 6, 12.5%), 

general education teachers (n = 5, 10.4%), college catalogs (n = 4, 8.3%), and 
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newspapers (n = 2, 4.2%).  Four paraprofessionals (8.3%) indicated they had not been 

informed of training opportunities by any source.  

Research Question Two: How do Training Opportunities for Special Education 

Paraprofessionals Align with the Common Core Competencies Established by the 

Council for Exceptional Children for Paraprofessionals? 

Research Question Two examined paraprofessionals’ reported training in specific 

knowledge and skill competencies and the topics paraprofessionals discussed most 

frequently in meetings with a supervising teacher.   

Specific Knowledge and Skill Competencies Reported by Paraprofessionals 

Paraprofessionals were asked to respond to 32 specific knowledge and skill 

competencies related to each of the eight core competencies and to indicate whether or 

not trainings they attended addressed each identified knowledge and skill statement 

established by CEC (1999) (Question 7).  The eight common core competencies of the 

Knowledge and Skills for Special Education Paraprofessionals include: (a) philosophical, 

historical, and legal foundations of special education; (b) characteristics of learners;  

(c) assessment, diagnosis, and evaluation; (d) instructional content and practice;  

(e) supporting the teaching and learning environment; (f) managing student behavior and 

social interaction skills; (g) communication and collaborative partnerships; and  

(h) professionalism and ethical practices.  All 48 paraprofessionals (100%) responded to 

this question. 

To organize the data more efficiently, the knowledge and skill competencies were 

rank ordered by the number of paraprofessionals trained in each area.  Specifically, the 
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data were organized as follows: Tier One (60-71% of the paraprofessionals reported 

training), Tier Two (50-59% of the paraprofessionals reportedly were trained), and Tier 

Three (fewer than 50% of the paraprofessionals reported received training).  

Tier One (60-71%). Forty-eight paraprofessionals reported receiving training in 

16 of the 32 knowledge and skills competencies in seven of the eight core competency 

areas.  The only competency area where paraprofessionals did not report training was in 

professional ethics and practices.  For a detailed listing of the sixteen competency areas 

applicable to Tier One, see Table 7. 



Table 7 

Tier One: Paraprofessional Knowledge and Skills Competency Training Reported by 60-71% of the Paraprofessionals  
    
Core Competency Area Knowledge and Skill Area n % 

Paraprofessionals (N = 48) 
 
Instructional Content and 4.2 Basic instructional and remedial methods, techniques, 33 68.7 
Practice and materials. 
 
 4.7 Following written plans and seeking clarification as needed. 32 68.1 
 
 4.6 Adapting instructional strategies and materials according 
 to the needs of the learner. 31 64.6 
 
 4.4 Training on how to establish and maintain rapport with 
 learners. 29 60.4 
 
 4.5 Use of developmentally and age-appropriate strategies, 
 equipment, materials to accomplish instructional objectives. 29 60.4 
 

Managing Student Behavior 6.4 Use of appropriate strategies and techniques in a variety 
and Social Interaction Skills of settings to assist in the development of social skills. 31 64.6 
 
 6.2 Modifying the learning environment to manage behavior. 31 64.6 
 
 6.1 Use of appropriate strategies and techniques to increase 
 the student’s self-esteem, self-awareness, self-control, self- 
 reliance, and self-advocacy. 30 62.5 

75 
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Table 7 
 
Tier One: Paraprofessional Knowledge and Skills Competency Training Reported by 60-71% of the Paraprofessionals (continued) 

    
Core Competency Area Knowledge and Skill Area n % 

 
Philosophical, Historical 1.4 The distinctions between roles and responsibilities 
and Legal Foundations of professionals, paraprofessionals, and other support  
of Special Education personnel. 32 66.6 
 
 1.5 Responsibilities under the supervision of a certified/ 
 licensed professional in a manner consistent with the  
 requirements of law, rules and regulations, and local 
 district policies and procedures. 30 62.5 
 
 1.1 Understanding the purposes of programs for students 

with disabilities. 29 60.4 
 

Communication and 7.5 Use of positive strategies in working with students  
Collaborative Partnerships with disabilities, parents, and school and community  
 personnel in various learning environments. 31 64.6 
 
 7.9 Sensitivity to diversity in cultural heritages, lifestyles, 
 and value systems among children, youth, and families. 29 60.4 
 

Supporting the Teaching 5.1 Maintaining a safe, healthy learning environment that 
and Learning Environment includes following school policies and procedures. 34 70.8 
 

76 
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Table 7 
 
Tier One: Paraprofessional Knowledge and Skills Competency Training Reported by 60-71% of the Paraprofessionals (continued) 

     
Core Competency Area Knowledge and Skill Area n % 

 
Characteristics of Learners 2.2 Indicators of abuse and neglect that put students at risk. 31 64.6 
 
Assessment, Diagnosis and 3.3 Making and documenting observations appropriate to  
Evaluation of Students the student with special learning needs.  31 64.6 
 
 

77 
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Instructional Content and Practice. Five knowledge and skill competencies were 

reported in the Instructional Content and Practice core competency area.  Thirty-three 

paraprofessionals (68.7%) had received training in basic instructional and remedial 

methods (Competency 4.2), and 32 paraprofessionals (68.1%) were trained in following 

written plans and seeking clarification as needed (Competency 4.7).  Thirty-one 

paraprofessionals (64.6%) had learned to adapt instructional strategies and materials 

based on learner needs (Competency 4.6).  Twenty-nine paraprofessionals (60.4%) 

learned to establish and maintain rapport with learners (Competency 4.4) and been 

trained to the use developmentally and age-appropriate strategies, equipment and 

materials to accomplish instructional objectives (n = 29, 60.4%) (Competency 4.5).  

Managing Student Behavior and Social Interaction Skills. Three knowledge and 

skill competencies were reported in the Managing Student Behavior and Social 

Interaction Skills core competency area.  Thirty-one paraprofessionals (64.6%) reported 

training in the use of appropriate strategies and techniques in a variety of settings to assist 

in the development of social skills (Competency 6.4).  Thirty-one paraprofessionals 

 (64.6%) had learned to modify the learning environment to manage behavior 

(Competency 6.2).  Thirty paraprofessionals (62.5%)  reported training in the use of 

appropriate strategies and techniques to increase the student’s self-esteem, self-

awareness, self-control, self-reliance, and self-advocacy (Competency 6.1). 

Philosophical, Historical, and Legal Foundations of Special Education. Three 

knowledge and skill competencies were reported in the Philosophical, Historical and 

Legal Foundations of Special Education core competency area.  Thirty-two 

paraprofessionals (66.6%) reported training in the distinctions between the roles and 



 78 

responsibilities of professionals, paraprofessionals, and other support personnel 

(Competency 1.4). Thirty paraprofessionals (62.5%) reported training on responsibilities 

while under the supervision of a certified/licensed professional in a manner consistent 

with the requirements of law, rules and regulations, and local district policies and 

procedures (Competency 1.5).  Twenty-nine paraprofessionals (60.4%) had learned to 

understand the purposes of programs for students with disabilities (Competency 1.1).  

Communication and Collaborative Partnerships. Two knowledge and skill 

competencies were reported in the Communication and Collaborative Partnerships core 

competency area.  Thirty-one paraprofessionals (64.6%) reported training in the use of 

positive strategies in working with students with disabilities, parents, and school and 

community personnel in various learning environments (Competency 7.5). Twenty-nine 

paraprofessionals (60.4%) participated in sensitivity to diversity in cultural heritages, 

lifestyles, and value systems among children, youth, and families training (Competency 

7.9). 

Supporting the Teaching and Learning Environment. In the Supporting the 

Teaching and Learning Environment, one knowledge and skill competency core 

competency area was reported.  Thirty-four paraprofessionals (70.8%) reported training 

about maintaining a safe, healthy learning environment that includes following school 

policies and practices (Competency 5.1).  

Characteristics of Learners. In the Characteristics of Learners core competency, 

only one knowledge and skill competency area was reported.  Thirty-one 

paraprofessionals (64.6%) learned about indicators of abuse and neglect that put students 

at risk (Competency 2.2).  
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Assessment, Diagnosis, and Evaluation of Students. One knowledge and skill 

competency in the Assessment, Diagnosis, and Evaluation of Students core competency 

area was reported.  Thirty-one paraprofessionals (64.6%) indicated training in making 

and documenting observations appropriate to the student with special learning needs 

(Competency 3.3).   

Tier Two (50-59%).  Eight of the 32 knowledge and skills competencies were 

reported by 50- 59% of the 48 paraprofessionals in five of the eight core competency 

areas.  For a detailed listing of the eight competency areas applicable to Tier Two, see 

Table 8.  

Communication and Collaborative Partnerships. Three knowledge and skill 

competencies in the Communication and Collaborative Partnerships core competency 

area were reported.  Twenty-eight paraprofessionals (58.3%) reported being trained in the 

use of appropriate terminology regarding students, programs, roles, and instructional 

activities (Competency 7.8).  Twenty-seven paraprofessionals (56.2%) learned the 

characteristics of effective communication with children, youth, families, school, and 

community personnel (Competency 7.1).  Twenty-six paraprofessionals (54.1%) were 

trained in ethical practices for confidential communication about students with 

exceptionalities (Competency 7.4). 
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Table 8 

Tier Two: Paraprofessional Knowledge and Skills Competency Training Reported by 50-59% of the Paraprofessionals  
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
     
Core Competency Area Knowledge and Skill Area n % 

Paraprofessionals (N = 48) 
 
Communication and 7.8 Use of appropriate basic educational terminology 
Collaborative Partnerships regarding students, programs, roles, and instructional activities. 28 58.3 
 
 7.1 Characteristics of effective communication with children, 
 youth, families, and school and community personnel. 27 56.2 
 
 7.4 Ethical practices for confidential communication about 
 students with exceptionalities. 26 54.1 
 

Instructional Content and 4.3 Basic awareness appropriate to individuals with exceptional 
Practice learning needs. 28 58.3 
 
 4.1 Demands of various learning environments on students 
 with special learning needs. 26 54.1 
 
Assessment, Diagnosis and 3.2 Basic data collection techniques. 26 54.1 
Evaluation of Students 
 
Managing Student Behavior 6.3 Collecting and providing objective, accurate information 
and Social Interaction Skills to professionals. 25 52.0 
 
Philosophical, Historical  1.2 The effects of beliefs, traditions, and values across 
and Legal Foundations  cultures and their effect on the relationships among children, 
of Special Education families, and schools. 24 50.0 
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Instructional Content and Practice.  In the Instructional Content and Practice core 

competency area, two knowledge and skills competency were reported.  Twenty-eight 

paraprofessionals (58.3%) were trained in basic awareness appropriate to individuals with 

exceptional learning needs (Competency 4.3) and the demands of various learning 

environments on students with special learning needs (54.1%) (Competency 4.1). 

Assessment, Diagnosis, and Evaluation of Students. Twenty-six paraprofessionals 

(54.1%) had learned basic data collection techniques (Competency 3.2).  This was the 

only knowledge and skill competency reported in the Assessment, Diagnosis, and 

Evaluation of Students core.  

Managing Student Behavior and Social Interaction Skills. Only one knowledge 

and skill competency in the Managing Student Behavior and Social Interaction Skills 

core competency area was reported.  Twenty-five paraprofessionals (52.0%) had been 

trained in collecting and providing objective and accurate information to professionals 

(Competency 6.3). 

Philosophical, Historical, and Legal Foundations of Special Education. Twenty-

four paraprofessionals (50.0%) had learned about the effects of beliefs, traditions, and 

values across cultures and their effect on the relationships among children, families, and 

schools (Competency 1.2).  These responses represent the only knowledge and skill 

competency in the Philosophical, Historical, and Legal Foundations of Special Education 

core competency area.  

Tier Three (Fewer than 50%).  Eight of the 32 knowledge and skills 

competencies were reported by fewer than 50% the 48 paraprofessionals in five of the 
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eight core competency areas.  For a detailed listing of the competency areas applicable to 

Tier Three, see Table 9.  

Communication and Collaborative Partnerships. Four knowledge and skill 

competencies in the Communication and Collaborative Partnerships core competency 

area were reported.  Twenty-three paraprofessionals (47.9%) reported being trained in the 

roles of students with disabilities, parents, teachers, paraprofessionals, and other school 

and community personnel in planning an individualized program (Competency 7.3). 

Paraprofessionals had been trained in the common concerns of parents of individuals with 

disabilities (n = 22, 45.8%)  (Competency 7.2), participation in conferences with families 

or primary caregivers as members of the educational team (n = 22, 45.8%) (Competency 

7.7), and fostering respectful and beneficial relationships between families and other 

school and community personnel (n= 21, 43.8%) (Competency 7.6). 

Philosophical, Historical, and Legal Foundations of Special Education.  Twenty-

two paraprofessionals (45.8%) reported being trained on the rights and responsibilities of 

parents and children as they relate to learning needs (Competency 1.3).  Only one 

knowledge and skill competency in the Philosophical, Historical and Legal Foundations 

of Special Education core was reported.  

Characteristics of Learners.  One knowledge and skill competency in the 

Characteristics of Learners core competency area was reported.  Twenty 

paraprofessionals (41.7%) reported training on the impact of differential characteristics of 

individuals with disabilities in the individual’s life and family in the home, school, and 

community (Competency 2.1)  

 



Table 9 

 
Tier Three: Paraprofessional Knowledge and Skills Competency Training Reported by Fewer than 50% of the Paraprofessionals 
   
Core Competency Area Knowledge and Skill Area n % 

 
Paraprofessionals (N = 48) 

 
Communication and 7.3 Roles of students with disabilities, parents, teachers, 
Collaborative Partnerships paraprofessionals, and other school and community 
 personnel in planning an individualized program. 23 47.9 
 
 7.2 Common concerns of parents of individuals with disabilities. 22 45.8 
 
 7.7 Participation in conferences with families or primary 
 caregivers as members of the educational team. 22 45.8 
 
 7.6 Fostering respectful and beneficial relationships between 
 families and other school and community personnel. 21 43.8 
 

Philosophical, Historical  1.3 Rights and responsibilities of parents and children as they 
and Legal Foundations   relate to learning needs. 22 45.8 
of Special Education 
 

Characteristics of Learners 2.1 Impact of differential characteristics of individuals with 
 disabilities on the individual’s life and family in the home, 
 school, and community. 20 41.7 
 

84 
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Table 9 
 
Tier Three: Paraprofessional Knowledge and Skills Competency Training Reported by Fewer than 50% of the Paraprofessionals 
(continued) 
   
Core Competency Area Knowledge and Skill Area n % 

 
Assessment, Diagnosis and 3.1 Rationale for assessment. 18 37.5 
Evaluation of Students 
 
Professionalism and Ethical 8.0 Self-assessment of instructional delivery. 13 27.0 
Practice 
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Assessment, Diagnosis and Evaluation of Students.  One knowledge and skill 

competency in the Assessment, Diagnosis and Evaluation of Students core competency 

area was reported.  Eighteen paraprofessionals (37.5%) reported training in the rationale 

for assessment (Competency 3.1).  

Professionalism and Ethical Practice.  Thirteen paraprofessionals (27.0%) 

reported training in techniques for self-assessment of instructional delivery (Competency 

8.0).  This training was the least frequently reported and the only knowledge and skill 

competency in the Professionalism and Ethical Practice core competency area. 

 

Topics Most Frequently Discussed with Supervising Teachers 

Paraprofessionals were asked to select topics they discussed with a supervising 

teacher from a list of the eight core competency areas established by CEC (Question 5b).  

Of the 48 paraprofessional questionnaires received, responses ranged from 20 to 45 

responses per option.  Paraprofessionals also were asked to identify any additional topics 

they discussed with their supervisors not listed on the questionnaire.  No participants 

chose to do so.  See Table 10 for detailed data on these responses. 

Forty-five paraprofessionals (93.8%) reported discussing managing student 

behavior and social interaction skills as well as instructional content and practice topics 

(n = 39, 81.3%) with a supervising teacher.  Topics associated with the characteristics of 

learners were reported by 37 paraprofessionals (77.1%) and supporting the teaching and 

learning environment by 36 paraprofessionals (75.0%).  Paraprofessionals  also discussed 

other topics with their supervising teacher such as assessment, diagnosis and evaluation 

(n = 31, 64.6%); professionalism and ethical practices (n = 30, 62.5%), and 
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communication and collaborative partnerships (n = 26, 54.2%).  Topics related to the 

philosophical, historical and legal foundations of special education were reported by 20 

paraprofessionals (41.7%). 

 

Table 10 

Topics Most Frequently Discussed in Meetings with Supervising Teachers 
  

 n  % 

  
Paraprofessionals (N = 48) 

 
Managing student behavior and social 45 93.8 
interaction skills 
 
Instructional content and practice 39 81.3 
 
Characteristics of learners 37 77.1 
 
Supporting the teaching and learning 36 75.0 
environment 
 
Assessment, diagnosis, and evaluation 31 64.6 
of students 
 
Professionalism and ethical practices 30 62.5 
 
Communication and collaborative 26 54.2 
partnerships 
 
Philosophical, historical, and legal 20 41.7 
foundations of special education 
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Research Question Three: What are the Perceptions of Special Education 

Paraprofessionals Concerning Their Training Opportunities? 

Research Question Three examined paraprofessionals’ perceptions of training and 

whether or not training had a beneficial effect on their job performance (Question 10).  

Additionally, three open-ended questions were directed toward the training 

paraprofessionals believed were the most and least helpful and what they needed to know 

to do their job (Question 6, Question 10b, and 10c).  

The Benefit of Training for Paraprofessional Job Assignments 

In order to identify the perceptions about training experiences, paraprofessionals 

were asked whether the training they received helped them do a better job. Forty-seven 

paraprofessionals (97.9%) responded to this question.  Thirty-nine paraprofessionals 

(83.0%) reported the training assisted them in their job or they were unsure of the impact 

of training (n = 8, 17.0%).  The “No”  response was not used by any participant 

responding to the questionnaire. See Table 11.   

 

Table 11 

Paraprofessional Training Perceptions as Related to Their Job Tasks 
 n %  

  
Paraprofessionals (N = 47) 

 
Yes 39 83.0 

Unsure 8 17.0 

No 0 0 
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Most Helpful Trainings Reported by Paraprofessionals 

Thirteen paraprofessionals (27.0%) responded to Question 10b asking about the 

most helpful training they received.  Five paraprofessionals (10.4%) reported crisis 

prevention and intervention (or behavior management) was most helpful to them. 

Specifically, Crisis Prevention Intervention (CPI) and topics about working with students 

with behavioral challenges assisted them the most.   

Four paraprofessionals (8%) noted organized training was helpful.  This item 

identified a specific behavior management workshop and an all-day paraprofessional in-

service training.  Three paraprofessionals (6%) found disability-specific training helpful 

including: training on the topic of autism, learning disabilities, videos such as “F.A.T. 

City” (PBS), and training on the topic of general characteristics of other disabilities. 

Two paraprofessionals (4%) listed communication and collaboration with children 

and adults as beneficial.  An additional two paraprofessionals (4%) reported college 

coursework they had taken was helpful.  One paraprofessional (2%) reported district 

sponsored full-day training was beneficial and one (2%) reported attendance at state-

sponsored autism training was helpful.   

Least Helpful Training Reported by Paraprofessionals 

Six of 48 paraprofessionals (12.5%) responded to Question 10c identifying the 

trainings they perceived as least helpful.  These included college coursework (n = 2), 

DIBELS training (n = 1), district inservice sessions (n = 1), training on grading practices 

(n = 1), and self-study programs (n = 1).   
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Additional Training Needed by Paraprofessionals  

Twenty-one of 48 paraprofessionals (43.8%) responded to Question 6 asking 

about the content paraprofessionals needed to know in order to do their job.  Five of the 

21 responses (23.8%) indicated a need for more training in special education terminology 

and training designed to assist them in understanding special education paperwork.  The 

paraprofessionals wanted to know more about IEP goals and content of IEP documents  

in general.  Five of the 21 responses (23.8%) indicated a need for additional training on 

specific disabilities such as learning disabilities and autism.  

Some paraprofessionals perceived a need for improved communication (n = 3, 

6%) to improve channels of communication with coworkers to share ideas and tips 

related to working with students with disabilities.  Three responses (6%) listed training in 

behavior management techniques focusing on effective strategies to improve a student’s 

behavior, managing crisis situations, and protocols for reporting abuse and neglect to the 

authorities was needed.  Additional training was needed on the duties outlined in the job 

description for the assigned position (n = 1, 2%).  Two paraprofessionals (4%) felt no 

additional training was needed.  One paraprofessional (2%) reported frequent meetings 

with a supervising teacher allowed for the opportunity to become knowledgeable about 

the information they needed to know in order to fulfill their assigned role.  

Research Question Four: How Satisfied are Special Education Paraprofessionals 

with the Amount and Kinds of Support They Receive From Their School District? 

Paraprofessionals were asked rate their overall satisfaction with their training 

(Question 9) and provide comments about their training and satisfaction level.  The 

comments represent the responses of paraprofessionals reporting they were Very 
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Satisfied, Satisfied or Somewhat Satisfied.  Responses from paraprofessionals indicating 

they were Somewhat Dissatisfied and Very Dissatisfied with training also are reported.  

Satisfaction with Training 

Overall, 25 of the 47 paraprofessionals (53.2%) reported they were Satisfied or 

Very Satisfied with the training opportunities provided and 13 paraprofessionals (27.6%) 

reported being Somewhat Dissatisfied or Very Dissatisfied with their training. See Table 

12.  

Of the 47 paraprofessionals completing Question 9, six paraprofessionals (12.8%) 

reported they were Very Satisfied with the training opportunities they had received or 

Satisfied (n = 19, 40.4%).  Nine paraprofessionals (19.1%) were Somewhat Satisfied or 

Somewhat Dissatisfied (n = 9, 19.1%).  Only four paraprofessionals (8.5%) of the 48 

were Very Dissatisfied with their training. 

 
Table 12 

 
Satisfaction with Training Opportunities as Reported by Paraprofessionals 
 
 n %  

  
Paraprofessionals (N = 47) 

 
Very satisfied 6 12.8 
 
Satisfied 19 40.4 
 
Somewhat satisfied 9 19.1 
 
Somewhat dissatisfied 9 19.1 
 
Very dissatisfied 4 8.5 
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Twenty-seven of 48 paraprofessionals (56.3%) provided additional comments 

about satisfaction with training.  Of the paraprofessionals reporting being Very Satisfied 

with training, one paraprofessional wrote, 

The training has been very helpful to me in my job and in my decision to 

become a teacher.  The trainings have helped me to have a better 

understanding of the child’s disability. 

Of the Satisfied paraprofessionals one wrote,  

I liked going to these trainings. [They make] me aware of what I’m going to 

deal with in [daily situations].  The [trainings] prepare me for the work that 

I’ll do and I’ll know how to deal with it when the situation comes up. 

Another Satisfied paraprofessional recounted, “I have enjoyed working in special 

education and it is very rewarding.  If it [were] not for the training, it might not have been 

as rewarding.”  Still another commented that the “training helped me to understand.”  A 

fourth paraprofessional commented on the collaborative aspects of the interactions with 

her supervising teacher, stating,  

Although I have not worked in the district very long, I am very happy with 

all the support from the teachers I [am assigned to] work with.  They play a 

big part in helping in my training.  

One Somewhat Satisfied wrote, “I think they should have had a training every six 

weeks, especially for the benefit of all the new assistants we got.”  Another 

paraprofessional discussed the need for pre-service training by commenting, “New and 

in-coming paraprofessionals could benefit more from a two- to three-day training.” Still 

another wrote, “There is not nearly enough training provided [to paraprofessionals].”  
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One Somewhat Dissatisfied paraprofessional, wrote, “I needed training 

specific to the students in our special education classroom.”  While another 

participant wrote about a desire for more collaboration time by stating,  

Specialized training for the department would be good.  I would like to be 

able to collaborate within the department and have time to sit with my 

supervisor for planning and discussions.  We do not often have time to 

focus on these things.  

One of the four paraprofessionals (8.5%) Very Dissatisfied with training 

commented on the lack of pre-service training opportunities and another wrote,  

Initial training had been very poor.  I am hoping the survey will eventually 

lead to better training for paraprofessionals.  I would also love to thank 

[supervising teacher] for seeing my potential and my need to learn more.  I 

[hope] the District makes it easier for paraprofessionals to go back to 

school. 

Another Dissatisfied paraprofessional wrote, “[I] need better training on 

how to work with children with disabilities.  Give us the tools to do a better job.  

[There needs to be] a plan.”  A Very Dissatisfied paraprofessional identified a 

need to work with students with challenging behavior by stating “more training is 

needed on how to handle and deal with behavioral problems” and another stated, 

“[I need] more training on how to motivate a student to want to learn how to 

read.”  
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Research Question Five: Is There a Significant Relationship Between The 

Effectiveness of Training and the Desire of Special Education Paraprofessionals to 

Enter the Field of Special Education as Teachers? 

Perceived effectiveness of training might influence paraprofessionals’ decision to 

remain in the field of education was explored (Question 11).  This analysis examines the 

perception of the effectiveness of paraprofessional training and the likelihood of 

becoming a special education teacher.  See Table 13.  

 

Table 13 

 
Effectiveness of Training in Retaining Paraprofessionals in the Field of Education  
 
 n %  

 

Paraprofessionals (N = 46) 

 

Very effective 7 14.6 
 
Effective 17 35.4 
 
Neutral 19 39.6 
 
Not effective 2 4.2 
 
Very ineffective 1 2.1 

 

Forty-six of 48 paraprofessionals (95.8%) responded to Question 11 which asked 

if training was effective in influencing them to remain in the field of education.  The 

largest percentage of respondents indicated they were Neutral about whether their 

training would influence them to remain in education (n = 19, 39.6%).  Seventeen 
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paraprofessionals felt the training was Effective (35.4 %) in influencing them to remain in 

the field of education.  Interestingly, three of the respondents felt their training was Not 

Effective or Very Ineffective (6.3%) in influencing them to remain in the field of 

education. Seven of the paraprofessionals (14.6%) felt training was Very Effective in 

influencing them to stay in education.   

Likelihood of Becoming a Special Education Teacher 

Paraprofessionals were asked to consider how likely they were to become a 

special education teacher (Question 13).  Twenty-one paraprofessionals (51.1%) reported 

they were Likely to Very Likely to become special education teachers.  Fourteen 

paraprofessionals (34.0%) indicated there was No Probability or it was Not Likely they 

would become special education teachers.  Thirteen paraprofessionals (31.7%) selected 

Perhaps in their likelihood of becoming a special education teacher. See Table 14. 

 
 
Table 14 

 
Likelihood of Paraprofessionals Becoming Special Education Teachers 
 
 n %  

 
Paraprofessionals (N = 48) 

 
Very likely 9 21.9 
 
Likely 12 29.2 
 
Perhaps 13 31.7 
 
Not likely 7 17.0 
 
No probability 7 17.0 
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Influence of Training on the Pursuit of a Special Education Teaching Credential 

Paraprofessionals were asked if the paraprofessional training they received helped 

them decide to become a certified special education teacher (Question 14). Forty-seven of 

48 paraprofessionals (97.9%) responded to this item. See Table 15. Twenty-one 

paraprofessionals (43.8 %) indicated training had positively impacted their decision.  

Almost the same number, twenty paraprofessionals (41.7%), felt training did not 

influence them in pursuing a special education teaching credential.  Six paraprofessionals 

(12.5%) reported being unsure if training had influenced them in pursuing a special 

education teaching credential.  

Table 15 
 
The Influence of Paraprofessional Training in Pursuing a Special Education Teaching 
Credential 
 n  %  

 
Paraprofessionals (N  = 48) 

  
Yes 21 43.8 
 
No 20 41.7 
 
Unsure 6 12.5 

 

Satisfaction with Training and Likelihood of Becoming a Teacher  

The responses of paraprofessionals to the satisfaction with training (Question 9) 

were cross-tabulated with their responses to the item asking about the probability of 

becoming a special education teacher (Question 13).  See Table 16.  Forty-seven 

paraprofessional responses were used for this analysis. 
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Six paraprofessionals reported being Very Satisfied with training, four (66.6%) 

reported they were Very Likely or Likely to become a special education teacher.  Nineteen 

paraprofessionals (40.4%) reported being Satisfied with the training and ten of these 19 

paraprofessionals (52.6%) reported they were Very Likely or Likely to become special 

education teachers.  Nine paraprofessionals (19.1%) reported being Somewhat Satisfied  

 

Table 16 

Frequency Cross Tabulation of Satisfaction With Training Opportunities and Likelihood 
of Becoming a Special Education Teacher 
 
 Likelihood of Becoming a Special Education Teacher 

Satisfaction No Not   Very  
with Training Probability Likely Perhaps Likely Likely Total 
     

 
Paraprofessionals (N = 48) 

 
Very Satisfied 0 1 1 2 2 6 
 
Satisfied 2 3 4 7 3 19 
 
Somewhat Satisfied 3 1 1 2 2 9 
 
Somewhat Dissatisfied 1 1 7 0 0 9 
 
Very Dissatisfied 1 1 0 1 1 4 

 
Total 7 7 13 12 8 47 

 

with training and of these nine, four (44.4%) reported being Very Likely or Likely to 

become special education teachers.  Nine paraprofessionals (19.1%) reported they were 

Dissatisfied with the training they received and none of the paraprofessionals (0%) 
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reported being Very Likely or Likely to become a special education teacher.  Four 

paraprofessionals (8.5%) reported being Very Dissatisfied with the training and two  

paraprofessionals (50%) in this category reported they were Very Likely or Likely to 

become special education teachers.  

Overall, 25 of the 47 paraprofessionals (53.1%) reported being Satisfied or Very 

Satisfied  with the training offered by their school district and of those 25 

paraprofessionals, 14 (56.0%) were Likely or Very Likely to become special education 

teachers.  If the paraprofessional responses from the Somewhat Satisfied category were 

added to this number, the additional four paraprofessionals would create a total of 18. 

Eighteen of the 47 paraprofessionals (38.3%) thought they were Very Likely or Likely to 

become special education teachers when they were Very Satisfied, Satisfied and 

Somewhat Satisfied with paraprofessional training.   

A Chi Square test was proposed to test for differences between the expected and 

observed frequencies for probability and satisfaction; however, the chi square test 

requires there be a minimum count of five responses in each cell for the test to be valid. 

Twenty-three of the 25 cells in Table 16 have counts of less than five.  Therefore, the Chi 

Square test was inappropriate (Glass & Hopkins, 1996).  Several alternatives were 

considered for analysis including reducing the number of cells by combining levels of 

satisfaction and probability so there was a 2 x 2 table but there were still cells with counts 

of less than five.  

The responses to the satisfaction item were tested for normality using the 

Kolmorgov-Smirnoff test and were found to be non- normal (p < .001) making a t test or 

ANOVA inappropriate since the assumptions of the inferential tests were not met.  The 
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decision was made to use the non-parametric equivalent of the t test or ANOVA, the 

Kruskal-Wallis test.  The Kruskal-Wallis test does not assume normality and is intuitively 

the same as an analysis of variance.  The Kruskal-Wallis is used for testing the equality 

of the population using ranks and is appropriate for analysis of individual Likert scaled 

items (Clason & Dormody, 1994).  Individual Likert items are considered ordinal level 

data as opposed to summated Likert items considered interval level data.  

The findings of the Kruskal-Wallis test using level of satisfaction as the 

independent variable and probability of becoming a special education as the dependent 

variable indicated there were no statistically significant differences in probability by level 

of satisfaction (H (4) = 4.020, p = .403).  There were no statistically significant 

differences in the probability of becoming a special education teacher based on the 

paraprofessional’s level of satisfaction with training.  The mean ranks were different, but 

the differences were not statistically significant (Very Satisfied, mean rank  = 31.00;  

Satisfied, mean rank  = 25.79; Somewhat Satisfied, mean rank = 22.00; Somewhat 

Dissatisfied,  mean rank = 18.00; and Very Dissatisfied, mean rank  = 23.00).  

To test the association or relationship between level of satisfaction and probability 

of becoming a special education teacher, a Kendall’s tau coefficient test was selected 

because the data were ordinal.  Kendall’s tau is used to measure the agreement between 

rankings and assesses the significance of the agreement (Clason & Dormody, 1994).  The 

findings of this analysis indicated there was a negative relationship (r = -.215, p = .075) 

between probability and satisfaction although the relationship or association was not 

statistically significant.  The test indicated as one variable increased, the other decreased.  
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Effectiveness of Training and the Likelihood of Becoming a Teacher 

The second cross tabulation compared responses regarding paraprofessional 

perceptions about the effectiveness of their training (Question 11) and the likelihood of 

the paraprofessional becoming a special education teacher (Question 13).  See Table 17 

for all related data.  Forty-six of the 48 paraprofessionals provided responses for this 

cross-tabulation table.  

 

Table 17 

Frequency Cross Tabulation of Effectiveness of Training and Likelihood of Becoming a 
Special Education Teacher  
 Likelihood of Becoming a Special Education Teacher 

Effectiveness No Not   Very  
of Training Probability Likely Perhaps Likely Likely Total 
 

 
Paraprofessionals (N =  46) 

 
Very Effective 0 0 1 2 4 7 
 
Effective 1 3 4 5 4 17 
 
Neutral 6 3 6 4 0 19 
 
Not Effective 0 1 0 1 0 2 
 
Very Ineffective 0 0 0 0 1 1 

 
Total 7 7 11 12 9 46 

 

Six paraprofessionals (13.0%) viewing training as Very Effective were Likely or 

Very Likely to become special education teachers.  Nine paraprofessionals (19.5%) who 

perceived training as Effective were Likely or Very Likely to become special education 
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teachers.  Nineteen paraprofessionals reported they were Neutral about the effectiveness 

of the paraprofessional training, yet four paraprofessionals reported they were Likely to 

become special education teachers.  Two paraprofessionals reported training as Not  

Effective, but one paraprofessional in this category was Likely to be a special education 

teacher.  One paraprofessional reporting training had been Very Ineffective was Very 

Likely to be a special education teacher.  Overall, the results of this cross-tabulation 

revealed fifteen paraprofessionals (32.6%) reporting training as  Very Effective and 

Effective indicated they were also Likely or Very Likely to become special education 

teachers.  

As explained in the prior section, a Chi Square test was inappropriate and not a 

valid test for the analysis of these data.  The decision was made to use the non-parametric 

equivalent of t test or ANOVA, the Kruskal-Wallis test.  The Kruskal-Wallis test does not 

assume normality and is intuitively the same as an analysis of variance.  The Kruskal-

Wallis is used for testing the equality of the population using ranks and is appropriate for 

analysis of individual Likert scaled items (Clason & Dormody, 1994).  

The findings of the Kruskal-Wallis test using level of effectiveness as the 

independent variable and probability of becoming a special education as the dependent 

variable indicated there were statistically significant differences in probability by level of 

effectiveness (H (4) = 15.200, p = .004).  There were statistically significant differences 

in the probability of becoming a special education teacher based on the paraprofessional’s 

level of perceived effectiveness of training.  The mean ranks were different and the 

differences were statistically significant (Very Effective, mean rank  = 35.86; Effective, 

mean rank = 26.03; Neutral, mean rank  = -15.95; Not Effective, mean rank = 21.25; and 



 101 

Very Ineffective, mean rank = 42.00).  If no relationship existed between the perceptions 

of effectiveness of training and the likelihood of becoming a special education teacher, 

one would expect the mean ranks for the conditions would be expected to be the same.  

To the extent that the mean ranks were different, these data show as perceptions of 

effectiveness of training in assisting paraprofessionals in remaining in the field of 

education increases, the likelihood of the paraprofessional becoming a special education 

teacher decreases.  These results have little decision-making utility as the sample size 

from which they were drawn was small. 

To test the association or relationship between level of effectiveness and the 

probability of becoming a special education teacher a Kendall’s tau coefficient was used 

because the data were ordinal.  Kendall’s tau was used to measure the agreement between 

rankings and assess the significance of the agreement (Clason & Dormody, 1994).  This 

analysis indicated there was a negative relationship (r = -.387, p = .003) between 

likelihood and effectiveness of training and the relationship or association was 

statistically significant.  The negative relationship suggested as the likelihood of 

becoming a special education teacher increased, the perceptions that paraprofessional 

training assisted in the decision to remain in the field of education decreased.   

 Research Question Six: Is There a Significant Relationship Between Length 

of Service and the Desire of Special Education Paraprofessionals to Enter the Field 

of Special Education as Teachers? 

The length of paraprofessional service was reported on the Paraprofessional 

Training Questionnaire (Question 2).  All 48 paraprofessionals (100%) responded to this 

item.  As seen in Table 18, 13 paraprofessionals (27.1%) reported less than 1 year of 
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service.  Nineteen paraprofessionals (39.6%) had 1-4 years of service. Eight 

paraprofessionals had 5-10 years of service (16.7%).  Six paraprofessionals (14.9%) had  

11-15 years of service and two paraprofessionals (4.2%) reported having 16-20 years of 

service as a special education paraprofessional.  Overall, analysis of the data found 32 

paraprofessionals (66.6%) with between 1 and 4 years of service and 16 (33.3%) 

reporting between 5 and 20 years as a paraprofessional. See Table 18.  

 

Table 18 

Length of Paraprofessional Service 
 
 n %  

 
Paraprofessionals (N = 48) 

  
 
Less than 1 year 13 27.1 
 
1-4 years 19 39.6 
 
5-10 years 8 16.7 
 
11-15 years 6 14.9 
 
16-20 years 2 4.2 

 

To determine the relationship between the length of service reported by special 

education paraprofessionals (Question 2) and the likelihood of becoming a special 

education teacher (Question 13), a cross-tabulation of the data was conducted.  Forty-

eight paraprofessional responses (100%) were used for this analysis.  

While 5 of 16 paraprofessionals with 5 to 20 years of service (31.2%) reported 

being Likely or Very Likely to become special education teachers, 16 paraprofessionals 
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with less than 5 years of service (33%) reported the same desire to enter the teaching 

field.  Thirteen paraprofessionals (27%) selected the response Perhaps on this item. Of 

the 13 paraprofessionals (27.0%) with less than 1 year of service, 9 paraprofessionals 

(69.2%) indicated they were Very Likely or Likely to become special education teachers.  

Of those 19 paraprofessionals (39.6%) with 1-4 years of service, 7 paraprofessionals 

(36.8%) indicated they were Very Likely or Likely to become special education teachers. 

Eight paraprofessionals (16.6%) had 5-10 years of service and 3 paraprofessionals 

(37.5%) within this category indicated they were Very Likely or Likely to become a 

special education teacher.  Two paraprofessionals (4.1%) had 16-20 years of service and 

indicated they would Perhaps become a special education teacher.  Cross-tabulated data 

from all 48 paraprofessional responses revealed 16 paraprofessionals (33.3%) with less 

than five years of service were Likely or Very Likely to enter the field as special education 

teachers.  Of those 16 paraprofessionals with 5 to 20 years of service, 5 (10.4%) indicated 

they were Likely or Very Likely to become a special education teacher. 

A Chi Square test was considered, but was determined to be inappropriate and not 

a valid test for these data.  The decision was made to use the non-parametric equivalent 

of ANOVA, the Kruskal-Wallis test (Clason & Dormody, 1994).  The findings of the 

Kruskal-Wallis test using level of years of service as the independent variable and 

probability of becoming a special education as the dependent variable indicated there 

were no statistically significant differences in probability by years of service (H (4) = 

6.669 p = .154).  There were no statistically significant differences in the probability of 

becoming a special education teacher based on the paraprofessional’s years of service.  

The mean ranks were different but the differences were not statistically significant (Less 
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than 1 year, mean rank  = 32.12; 1-4 years, mean rank  = 19.78; 5-10 years, mean rank  = 

25.81; 11-15 years, mean rank = 22.42; and 16-20 years, mean rank  = 21.00).  

 

Table 19 

Frequency Cross Tabulation: Length of Paraprofessional Service and the Likelihood of 
Becoming a Special Education Teacher  
  

Likelihood of Becoming a Special Education Teacher 

Length No Not   Very  
of Service Probability Likely Perhaps Likely Likely Total 

 
Paraprofessionals (N = 48) 

 
Less than 1 year 0 1 3 5 4 13 
 
1-4 years 6 3 3 5 2 19 
 
5-10 years 0 2 3 1 2 8 
 
11-15 years 1 1 2 1 1 6 
 
16-20 years 0 0 2 0 0 2 

 
Total 7 7 13 12 9 48 

 

To test the association or relationship between years of service and the probability 

of becoming a special education teacher, a Kendall’s tau coefficient is appropriate when 

the data are ordinal.  This analysis indicated there was a negative relationship (r = -.169, 

p = .159) between probability and years of service, but the relationship or association was 

not statistically significant.   

This chapter summarized the perceptions of 48 special education 

paraprofessionals employed in one school district about their training experiences. The 
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responses received from the Paraprofessional Training Questionnaire allowed for the 

organization of data to determine the kinds of training paraprofessionals received, the 

perceptions regarding how training prepared paraprofessionals for their assigned roles, 

and their satisfaction with the training opportunities.  This chapter also compared the 

desire of paraprofessionals to enter the field of special education as teachers in relation to 

satisfaction with training, perceived effectiveness of training, and length of service as a 

paraprofessional.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 
SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION 

An inadequate supply of teachers is being recruited and trained to teach in the 

field of special education (Gau et al., 2003).  In a study addressing the attrition of special 

educators, Brownell et al. (2004) found as many as 50% of special education teachers 

leave the profession within the first few years of their assignment.  With few special 

education teachers available, school districts cannot rely on an adequate pool of teachers 

to serve eligible students.  Even when administrators secure personnel, recruits may not 

stay in the field of special education. 

Many school districts have attempted to cope with special education teacher 

shortages by hiring paraprofessionals to assist special education teachers in the 

instruction of students with disabilities (Jones & Bender, 1993; Smith, 2003).  Under the 

NCLB Act of 2001, paraprofessionals with instructional responsibilities are required to 

have more training than those not providing direct services to students.  Since 

paraprofessionals providing direct services now must obtain a ‘highly qualified’ status 

according NCLB regulations, educational institutions including school districts have 

begun to develop a myriad of training programs to increase their skills and abilities.  

Though a wide range exists in the types of support and training provided to 

paraprofessionals (Causton-Theoharis & Malmgren, 2005; Downing et al., 2000; Marks 

et al., 1999; Martella et al., 1993), little research has been completed on the perceptions 

of paraprofessionals concerning their preparation for their role, training experiences, and 

whether training experiences may have impacted their desire to enter the special 

education field as teachers. 
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Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the perceptions of paraprofessionals 

concerning the preparation for their roles, the types of training and competencies they 

received, and also to determine how their training and length of service was related to 

their desire to enter the field of special education as a teacher.  This study addressed six 

research questions.  

1. What kinds of training opportunities have special education paraprofessionals 

received in preparation for their assigned roles?  

2. How do training opportunities for special education paraprofessionals align with 

the common core competencies established by the Council for Exceptional 

Children for paraprofessionals? 

3. What are the perceptions of special education paraprofessionals concerning their 

training opportunities?  

4. How satisfied are special education paraprofessionals with the amount and kinds 

of support they receive from their school district? 

5. Is there a significant relationship between the effectiveness of training and the 

desire of special education paraprofessionals to enter the field of special education 

as teachers? 

6. Is there a significant relationship between length of service and the desire of 

special education paraprofessionals to enter the field of special education as 

teachers? 
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Methodology 

This section describes the research methodology used for this study and includes a 

description of the research sites, population, recruitment and consent procedures, 

instrument development, and the collection of the data.  

Description of Research Site 

The southwestern state used in this study has three large population hubs 

geographically dispersed in the northern, central and southern regions of the state. The 

state was selected because its rapid population growth has led to an increased demand for 

teachers in special education.  The district from which the sample was drawn had a total 

population of 45,000 and covers 668 square miles.  The district was an elementary school 

district containing 10 school sites, the largest district in the county and employing the 

largest number of special education paraprofessionals (N=92).  Many special education 

paraprofessionals in the district had participated in training programs offered by the 

county office and the local community college.  

Description of the Population 

This study explored the perceptions of 48 special education paraprofessionals 

employed by one school district assigned to assist elementary special education teachers 

in providing instructional support to identified special education students.  The target 

population also included substitute paraprofessionals serving in a long-term capacity in 

the school district.  Paraprofessional assignments included preschool classrooms, 

resource rooms, full-day programs and one-to-one tutoring.  
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Recruitment and Consent Procedures 

Permission to conduct the study was sought and received from the superintendent 

of the school district.  Subsequently, three separate meetings were scheduled at three 

different elementary sites at varying times of the day (two early mornings and one 

afternoon) to accommodate the schedules of the participants and to offer a choice of time 

and location.  

Special education paraprofessionals were invited through both a recruitment letter 

and a flyer listing the available times to participate in group meetings to complete the 

questionnaire.  The letters and flyers were hand-delivered to each paraprofessional at 

his/her respective worksite and they were informed they could attend any scheduled 

session.  A copy of the meeting flyer was sent to each site principal to inform them of the 

scheduled meetings.  

Instrument Development 

The methods and instruments used in this study were developed after reviewing 

existing research studies about the experiences of paraprofessionals and their perceptions 

about training to work with children with disabilities listed by the Council for 

Exceptional Children (CEC, 1999; Downing et al., 2000; Ma & MacMillan, 2001; 

Moshoyannis et al., 1999; Riggs & Mueller, 2001; Pickett & Gerlach, 1997; Tillery et al., 

2003).  Based on this review of research, a 46 item questionnaire was designed to collect 

the most commonly requested information related to work assignment, training 

experiences, and the relationship between those training experiences and the core 

competencies for paraprofessionals established by the Council for Exceptional Children 

(CEC, 1999).  The demographic and perceptual questions included in this questionnaire 
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were based primarily on a program evaluation instrument developed by Moshoyannis et 

al. (1999) evaluating a project undertaken by the New York City Public Schools to 

measure paraprofessional perceptions related to training.  The instrument was adapted 

with permission from the authors.  The program evaluation instrument was designed to 

examine perceptions of satisfaction by asking each paraprofessional respondent to 

provide a personal, affective answer to each question.  

Collection of the Data 

Because the researcher was employed by the school district, to reduce any 

influence or bias, a trained research assistant was given the responsibility of attending 

and facilitating all sessions when the questionnaire was administered.  The research 

assistant stressed the voluntary nature of participation and took additional precautions to 

ensure the anonymity of questionnaire data.  Participants were apprised of the purpose of 

the study in addition to the benefits, risks, and commitment expectations for the study. 

The non-participation option was clearly delineated as well as the option to quit or skip 

questions at any point in the process.  After completing the questionnaire, participants 

were given a copy of the Subject’s Disclaimer Consent Form for reference. 

At the conclusion of the third scheduled meeting, seven Paraprofessional Training 

Questionnaires were completed.  This represented an 11.9% response rate. The 

recruitment process was revised to obtain a larger sample of paraprofessional responses. 

Each special education paraprofessional in the district not attending one of the scheduled 

meetings received a hand-delivered copy of the questionnaire with a return envelope 

addressed to the special education office.  This process yielded an additional 41 

questionnaires resulting in a 44.6% participation rate. 
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Data Analysis 

Responses from the questionnaires were entered into a data spreadsheet and 

participant data were assigned a numerical code for use in the study.  Personally 

identifiable information was not revealed to anyone other than the researcher.  These data 

were then analyzed using the SPSS System (SPSS, 2004) and tables were prepared to 

display the results.  The closed-ended questions listed on the questionnaire had a 

categorical response option.  The analysis of data for the closed-ended questions on the 

Paraprofessional Training Questionnaire began by describing how responses were 

distributed among the categories.  Descriptive statements were used to describe, 

summarize and interpret the data set.  Crosstabulation tables were used to assist in 

identifying relationships between specific topics and the demographic characteristics of 

the respondents.  

To provide context and summary information about the participants, Questions 1- 

3 were single-response items requesting responses about work assignment, job setting, 

and length of service.  These data were organized using tables to describe the 

characteristics of the participants so that relationships between these characteristics and 

the experiences of the participants could be better understood.  

Discussion of the Results 

 Data used for this analysis were gathered from 48 Paraprofessional Training 

Questionnaires.  Middle school paraprofessionals had the largest return rate (75%) of 

completed questionnaires compare d to other paraprofessional assignments.  Elementary 

and preschool paraprofessionals may be assigned to work with a single special education 

teacher and a single general education teacher if students are provided inclusive 
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opportunities.  Paraprofessionals at the middle school may have unique needs and 

perspectives related to paraprofessional training.  These perspectives may be related to 

the nature of middle school coursework which requires paraprofessionals to work with 

several teachers, in a variety of content areas.  Middle school principals might consider a 

needs assessment and training  for middle school teachers and paraprofessionals to 

adequately support special education paraprofessionals.  

 

The Kinds of Training Special Education Paraprofessionals Received 

Overall, 72% of paraprofessionals in the study reported they were offered training 

opportunities to assist them in their work. Four paraprofessionals (8.3%) reported they 

were not aware of training opportunities.  This perception may be related to a mid-year 

hire or the lack of communication about paraprofessional training opportunities.  The 

most common training events were structured and traditional in nature and consisted of 

inservice trainings, professional development workshops, district-based classes, and 

college coursework.  This finding supports the research of Moshoyannis et al. (1999) 

suggesting school districts often provided the majority of the training for 

paraprofessionals.  

Some types of training opportunities were less accessible to paraprofessionals.  

More formal training less likely to be offered to paraprofessionals included staff 

development classes designed for teachers, outside conferences, observations of 

exemplary programs, and mentorship opportunities.   

Paraprofessionals varied greatly in their reports related to the opportunity to meet 

with a supervising teacher and in their attendance at training encouraging collaborative 
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relationships with teachers. Sixty-six percent of paraprofessionals (N=32) met daily or 

weekly with their supervising teacher. However, 16 paraprofessionals (33.3%) reported 

they never met with a supervising teacher or met with them on a quarterly or monthly 

basis.   

Training opportunities for paraprofessionals appear to be promoted as more than 

60% of paraprofessionals reported they were informed of training opportunities by an 

administrator or a special education teacher.  Paraprofessional training opportunities 

viewed as ‘events’ may be valued and supported by those in a position to supervise 

paraprofessionals.  However, professional development is a fluid process and further 

training may be needed to clarify possible misunderstandings about the roles of 

supervising teachers as well as the roles of paraprofessionals.   

Separate training for paraprofessionals and teachers is not ideal.  

Paraprofessionals routinely may be assigned to provide academic support in subjects 

where they are under-skilled, unskilled, or uncomfortable.  Therefore, school districts 

should consider providing a collaborative approach to paraprofessional training allowing 

paraprofessionals and teachers to attend training together.  Mutual training will clarify 

further the roles of the paraprofessional and the teacher in making educational decisions 

for students.  Combined training also may expand and improve the relevance of 

professional development opportunities.  Morgan et al. (1998) found training programs 

designed to strengthen collaborative communication between paraprofessionals and 

teachers allowed staff to more objectively and accurately identify their own professional 

development needs. 
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Alignment of Paraprofessional Training with the Common Core Competencies 

Established by the Council for Exceptional Children  

Paraprofessionals reported they had received training in a number of the Common 

Core Competencies for special education paraprofessionals established by the CEC 

(1999).  Results showed all CEC Competencies were reported in training and included: 

instructional content and practice, managing student behavior and social interaction 

skills, philosophical, historical and legal foundations of special education, 

communication and collaborative partnerships, supporting the teaching and learning 

environment, and characteristics of learners.  The training opportunities reported by 

paraprofessionals in the study were varied in topic but were aligned with the knowledge 

and skill competencies for special education paraprofessionals established by CEC 

(1999).  This alignment suggests the skill areas could be used as a basis for developing 

training programs for paraprofessionals or other professionals responsible for supervising 

the work of paraprofessionals in educational settings.  

Paraprofessionals reported differences in the knowledge and skill competencies in 

which they received training as evidenced by the three tiers reported in Chapter Four.  

Instructional content and the management of student behaviors were the most commonly 

identified training area.  This was not surprising since the role of the paraprofessional is 

to provide the academic and behavioral support of students.  However, it was apparent in 

the data some skill and knowledge competencies were less frequently covered in 

paraprofessional training sessions. Tier Three identified items in which less than one-half 

of paraprofessionals reported training.  These competencies included the skills needed for 
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facilitating communication and partnerships with a variety of individuals providing 

support to students and an understanding of the contributions and needs of families. 

The failure to train paraprofessional staff appropriately for their assignments has 

implications for the quality of service students with disabilities receive in their 

educational programs.  Additionally, some paraprofessionals reported needing different 

and specialized training not contained within the established knowledge and skill 

competencies.  Pickett and Gerlach (1997) and Wallace (2003) found even when training 

programs exist, some paraprofessionals reported needing more or different training 

opportunities.  More specialized training may be handled better through collaborative 

partnerships with the supervising teacher.  This can be accomplished only if supervising 

teachers understand their role in the professional development of paraprofessionals and 

have a framework to follow to provide balanced training in a variety of core areas 

deemed important by the CEC.  

Perceptions of Special Education Paraprofessionals Concerning Their Training 

Opportunities 

Eighty-three percent of the paraprofessionals reported that training had a 

beneficial effect on their ability to do their job.  Fifty percent of paraprofessionals 

reported training influenced their decision to remain in the field of education.  Therefore, 

paraprofessional development is a crucial component of educational improvement for 

school administrators to consider if schools are to meet the mandates for school reform 

with a skilled workforce.  

Some training sessions were perceived as more helpful by paraprofessionals.  

Topical sessions focused on supporting students with challenging behavior were 
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indicated as being helpful.  This topic could have been predicted as students with 

behavioral difficulties often present unique challenges to paraprofessionals.  The review 

of the literature found paraprofessionals were often assigned to work with the most 

challenging students (Giangreco et al., 2005).  

When asked about additional training needed, the relevancy of training for typical 

job assignment appeared to be an issue for paraprofessionals.  Of the 13 paraprofessional 

responses to this item, 8% noted organized training was helpful.  Another 6% of the 

paraprofessionals reported training to better understand specific disabilities was helpful.   

Some paraprofessionals desired training in improving the day-to-day interactions 

with specific students.  This may be more evident when supervising teachers are not 

assuming sufficient responsibility for skill development for paraprofessionals in their 

classroom assignments.  Other paraprofessionals thought the information they received in 

training had little relevance to their assigned tasks.  This dissatisfaction may be 

moderated by involving paraprofessionals in planning training events and developing 

plans for professional development (Downing et al., 2000; Tillery et al., 2003).   

Not all paraprofessionals had received training opportunities and some 

participating in training did not find it helpful.  Interestingly, one paraprofessional 

reported training on the issuance of grades to students was not helpful.  Perhaps this was 

determined irrelevant to the paraprofessional’s specific assignment and scope of 

responsibility as it is an activity typically reserved for teachers.  
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Satisfaction of Special Education Paraprofessionals with the Amount and Kinds of 

Support They Receive From Their School District 

Over half of the paraprofessionals (53.2%) in the study reported they were 

Satisfied or Very Satisfied with the training opportunities provided for them. Becker’s 

(1993) theory of ‘human capital’ asserted investment by organizations in the education 

and training of their employees would result in personnel increasingly bonded together, 

largely because of the learning and training experiences.  Developing training 

opportunities for paraprofessionals also may increase the confidence, knowledge, and 

application of pedagogy for students with disabilities, therefore impacting the degree of 

satisfaction reported by paraprofessionals.  Additionally, Joyce & Showers (1980) 

suggested on-the-job in-service training through school-based professional development 

activities might be one of the most common, effective, and efficient methods to improve 

job satisfaction. 

Despite participants’ general overall satisfaction with their training opportunities 

related to their roles, paraprofessionals expressed a need for additional training 

opportunities and support to assist them in performing their duties.  Although many 

paraprofessionals perceived the training they received as helpful, paraprofessionals also 

believed not nearly enough training opportunities existed to prepare them for their roles.  

For example, even after indicating training opportunities influenced her to remain in the 

field of special education, one paraprofessional reported not knowing her supervising 

teacher.  This comment further adds to the confusion related to the day-to-day 

supervision of paraprofessionals by supervising teachers. 
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Paraprofessionals new to the field of special education need particular attention.  

Pre-service training is typically designed for the purpose of assisting a paraprofessional in 

understanding the requirements and duties related to their assigned position prior to their 

placement.  Of the paraprofessionals participating in this study, 66.6% had been 

employed in the field less than 5 years.  Previous research has consistently found a need 

for pre-service training for paraprofessionals (Downing et al., 2000; Marks et al., 1999).  

In this study, 8.5% of paraprofessionals identified pre-service training needs as a concern 

not addressed adequately by their employer. Pre-service training may provide the 

foundational skills needed by paraprofessionals for understanding their assigned tasks 

prior to their work with students.   

Paraprofessionals reporting five or more years of service identified a need for 

more specialized training opportunities including motivational strategies to improve 

student learning, disability specific training, and training to increase collaborative 

relationships with teachers. Veteran paraprofessionals may have many foundational skills 

in place and may desire an opportunity to expand upon their existing knowledge to better 

assist them in supporting the specific needs of students. 

No paraprofessionals reported receiving an initial orientation to the district’s 

procedures and programs.  One paraprofessional wrote, “There is little training for 

anyone who is new.  When I started I didn't know what I was doing I had to learn/guess 

along the way.”  The perceived lack of satisfaction of paraprofessionals who reported 

being Somewhat Dissatisfied to Very Dissatisfied with their training is unfortunate; 

however, similar findings have emerged from previous studies (Calabrese & Bowser, 
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1988; Downing et al., 2000; Giangreco et al., 2005; Marks et al., 1999; Riggs & Mueller, 

2001).   

To keep paraprofessionals in the field over time, paraprofessionals must beleive 

they are supported at the district level in ways that are meaningful, productive, long term 

and varied in scope.  Training offered by employers may not be adequately designed to 

meet the perceived needs of paraprofessionals.  Just as teacher training is differentiated 

for novice and veteran teachers, active involvement by paraprofessionals in the design of 

their own differentiated professional development opportunities based on their specific 

needs may yield more favorable outcomes and satisfaction with training (Boyer & 

Gillespie, 2000). 

The Relationship Between the Effectiveness of Training and the Desire of 

Special Education Paraprofessionals to Enter the Field of Special 

Education as Teachers 

As reported by cross-tabulation of responses, 14 paraprofessionals who were Very 

Satisfied or to Satisfied with their training reported they were Likely or Very Likely to 

become special education teachers.  Sufficient evidence supported a significant 

relationship between the level of perceived effectiveness of paraprofessional training and 

the probability of the paraprofessional becoming a special education teacher.  This 

relationship may cause administrators to consider the importance of paraprofessional 

training in the development of a comprehensive recruitment plan for a much needed 

special education teacher workforce.  For districts facing frequent vacancies in special 

education teaching positions, well-prepared paraprofessional candidates could assist in 

meeting the need for a qualified teacher workforce.   
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In a similar conclusion, Gau et al. (2003) identified some key recommendations 

for the recruitment challenges faced by the Southwest in teaching fields viewed as 

critical, including special education.  These recommendations included the “sponsorship” 

of students choosing a specialty area of special education as well as an “agreement” to 

employ the students upon graduation.  Of particular note, Brownell, Bishop, & Sindelar 

(2005) found intensive training programs preparing paraprofessionals to become teachers 

had a significant potential to reduce the attrition rate of special education teachers.  

Developing a similar project for paraprofessionals to obtain their teaching credential 

appears to support these recommendations for increasing a potential pool of special 

education teachers when traditional recruitment efforts are not producing enough 

candidates.   

The Relationship Between the Length of Service and the Desire of Special 

Education Paraprofessionals to Enter the Field of Special Education as 

Teachers 

Paraprofessionals appear willing to commit to the field of special education.  It is 

important for school districts to enhance their paraprofessional programs as a first step 

towards acquiring a teaching credential in the field of special education.  While the data 

did not produce statistically significant results regarding the relationship between years of 

service and the desire to enter the field of special education as a teacher, 21 of the 48 

paraprofessionals (43.7%) in this study did report being Likely  to Very Likely  to become  

special education teachers.  The employment of 21 paraprofessionals as special education 

teachers would fill many vacant positions.  Further investigation might explore additional 
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factors impacting a paraprofessional’s decision to pursue a special education teaching 

credential.  

Finally, training qualified paraprofessionals is an important part of a school’s 

ability to support all students and particularly those with disabilities within general 

education classrooms.  Giangreco et al. (2001) reminds us that capitalizing on the 

strengths and needs of paraprofessionals (a) allows for more effective training 

experiences, (b) encourages collaborative working relationships with the teaching staff, 

(c) enables school administrators to make strategic staffing decisions, and (d) provides 

stability for students with disabilities. 

 

Recommendations 

Local School Administrators 

Local school administrators need to reevaluate their role and support the 

investment in training opportunities for the paraprofessional workforce.  This process 

should begin with an assessment of the amount and kinds of training the organization 

currently provides for paraprofessionals for their assigned roles.  Paraprofessionals may 

be better positioned to have a positive impact on the educational outcomes for students 

when they work in schools with a supportive work environment and a training 

infrastructure (Daniels & McBride, 2001).  The knowledge and skill competencies for 

special education paraprofessionals established by CEC could serve as a cornerstone for 

the development or refinement of a professional development plan specifically for 

paraprofessionals.  Including paraprofessionals in the planning process would further 

enhance the development of meaningful and relevant training.  
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Developing training programs for paraprofessionals cannot address the need for a 

competent, prepared workforce.  Teachers must be prepared for the role they play in 

providing a supportive work environment with clearly defined roles for teachers and 

paraprofessionals.  The concurrent preparation of teachers and paraprofessionals for their 

roles may reduce the assumption of certain roles by paraprofessionals appropriately 

reserved for teachers (Marks et al., 1999).  

Through the development of a supportive and defined infrastructure for 

paraprofessionals, administrators may find an increase in the number of paraprofessionals 

desiring a career in the field of special education.  Local school districts can enhance 

paraprofessional training in cost effective ways by forging collaborative partnerships with 

institutions of higher education.  Training opportunities and coursework designed to meet 

the needs of the special education paraprofessional workforce can support a largely 

untapped resource for reducing special education teacher shortages, particularly in rural 

areas.  The prospect of effectively increasing the pool of teacher candidates would be a 

welcome relief for school administrators facing vacant special education teaching 

positions on a continuing basis.  

An infrastructure supportive of paraprofessional development needs to include 

pre-service training for paraprofessionals.  Paralegals or paramedics would not be 

employed without prerequisite skills, orientation to their duties, and opportunities for 

skill development.  Is it not equally as important to set the same standard for those 

entrusted to support the education of students with special needs?  Realistically, given the 

ever shrinking school district budgets and reduced funds, such a training program may be 
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best addressed through in-house training programs and collaborative partnerships with 

state departments of education and institutions of higher education.   

State Departments of Education 

Outlining paraprofessional training as a goal in the State’s Strategic Plan, may 

have a far reaching impact in the field of education as districts attempt to achieve positive 

outcomes for students.  By focusing on paraprofessional training, a uniform set of 

competencies for educational paraprofessionals may be a reasonable outcome and 

subsequently will assist school districts in the development of relevant training 

opportunities for paraprofessionals to gain important skills specific to their job duties.  

Paraprofessionals need clear guidance related to their roles, responsibilities, and 

supervision.  State departments of education also may seek to restructure their objectives 

and include training specifically designed for special education paraprofessionals to 

better meet established competency standards.  This study utilized the CEC core 

competencies as a tool to establish an organized method for highlighting competencies 

needed for special education paraprofessionals without state guidance.  Paraprofessionals 

desire training relevant and meaningful to the work they do.  

As shortages of qualified special education personnel continue to plague school 

districts, additional consideration should be made to providing funding to school districts 

for the development of “Grow Your Own” programs in which interested 

paraprofessionals have access to higher education and financial resources to pursue a 

career in special education.  Shortages of qualified teacher candidates in special 

education might be moderated by concentrated efforts aimed at assisting districts in the 
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preparation of special education paraprofessionals through access to higher education 

opportunities.  

Institutions of Higher Education 

CEC has provided a framework identifying critical knowledge and skills for the 

work of special education paraprofessionals, but valid and reliable measures of the 

implementation of those skills and the influence on student learning and achievement is 

needed. Researchers in higher education need to create and research methods for 

evaluating the validity and efficacy of paraprofessional training programs.   

Researchers should conduct additional studies to explore the critical factors 

needed to attract paraprofessionals to enter the field of special education as teachers 

through training.  Many paraprofessionals appear willing to return to school for skill 

development and to become special education teachers.  Specific courses and 

partnerships should be designed with these goals in mind.   

This study used CEC core knowledge and skill competencies as a beginning 

framework of important skills needed by special education paraprofessionals.  It is 

important to align any training program with a set of standards established for 

paraprofessionals in order to produce a high quality professional development program.  

Additionally, coursework offered in teacher preparatory programs should provide 

opportunities for teachers to become more skilled in paraprofessional utilization and 

supervision to better facilitate collaborative and supportive relationships. 

Professional Organizations 

CEC has designed a framework for skills required for special education 

paraprofessionals.  As the role of paraprofessionals becomes more specialized, a periodic 
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review of the competencies and skills required to perform the assigned duties should be 

undertaken.  Through the established Product Review Committee, members of CEC 

should seek information about developed products which demonstrate alignment to these 

established competencies.  Given the potential for significant monetary investment by 

school districts in paraprofessional development materials, there is a need to select those 

materials and methodologies that will contribute to the development of a qualified 

paraprofessional workforce.  

Future Research 

 Future research may continue to focus on investigating the relationship between 

training paraprofessionals and a desire to become special education teachers.  Further 

investigation into the needs of paraprofessionals new to the field may contribute 

important information which may reveal additional factors related to the desire of 

paraprofessionals to enter the field of special education as teachers.  Sixteen 

paraprofessionals (76.1%) with less than 5 years of service in this study reported they 

were Very Likely or Likely to enter the field of special education.  

 Future research also may focus on the impact of preparing teachers for their role 

in the supervision and support of paraprofessionals.  When teachers are able to 

adequately support, guide, and mentor paraprofessionals, they may be more apt to 

become teachers.   

Limitations of the Study 

This study has several limitations.  The experiences of the paraprofessionals 

represented in this study may not be those of paraprofessionals working in other school 

districts. This investigation was conducted in a single school district within a small 
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geographical area with a limited number of participants (N=48).  These data were derived 

from self-reports without other corroborative measures.  Therefore, the generalizability of 

the results must be viewed with caution.  

No effort was made to verify the perceptions of the paraprofessional through 

supervising teacher feedback.  The findings pertain solely to the perceptions of 

paraprofessionals rather than to an independent verification, perhaps by teachers or 

supervisors related to the application of learned skills following the training experiences.  

Despite these limitations, the perceptions from this sample of participants offers an 

opportunity to explore and gain insights related to training opportunities for the 

paraprofessional workforce and will add to the body of literature on the topic of the 

perceptions of paraprofessionals regarding their training experiences. 

Summary 

The training of paraprofessionals is a necessary responsibility of school districts 

regardless of whether or not paraprofessionals want to enter the field of special education 

as teachers.  For the training to be relevant to the needs of new and veteran staff, 

paraprofessionals should be actively involved in the design of their training programs.  

Employing competent staff to work in the paraprofessional role is something 

administrators agree is crucial in increasing the effectiveness of instruction in schools. 

Teachers should understand their role in supervising paraprofessionals, training 

and supporting them. Both formal and informal opportunities may strengthen 

collaborative partnerships between school-based staff and enhance their professional 

development. Training that is aligned to a standard set of competencies can provide a 

beginning framework for skill development.  Paraprofessionals desire training to assist 
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them in their day to day work with children.  Additionally, they should have the 

conceptual understanding of the basic principles foundational to special education in 

public schools.   

This study reported the numeric and statistical data for special education 

paraprofessionals who reported on a variety of topics related to their training.  While no 

statistical conclusions linked paraprofessional training and desire to becoming a special 

education teacher, further examination is needed.  The cultivation of internal staff to fill 

teacher positions should be valued by districts facing frequent vacancies in special 

education teaching positions. A well-prepared paraprofessional candidate may assist in 

meeting the need for a qualified teacher workforce.   

The perceptions of paraprofessionals about the training opportunities offered in a 

single school district suggest offering training to paraprofessionals in both district-based 

courses and colleges may reinforce the importance of the paraprofessional role and 

increase the desire of paraprofessionals to become special education teachers.  Training 

programs for paraprofessionals also may lead to the establishment of alternate routes to 

teacher certification and subsequently impact the quality of teaching in special education. 
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APPENDIX A 

LETTER TO THE SUPERINTENDENT  
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APPENDIX B  

PARAPROFESSIONAL RECRUITMENT MATERIALS 

................................................................................................................................................ 
Dear Special Education Paraprofessional: 
 
As you may know, I have been working in special education for the Casa Grande 
Elementary School District since 1985. I am also a doctoral student at the University of 
Arizona and am currently completing my dissertation, which focuses on perceptions of 
special education paraprofessionals and the training they have received. 
 
Special education paraprofessionals are being asked to complete a 46-item 
Paraprofessional Training Questionnaire. In my dissertation, I will analyze 
paraprofessionals’ perceptions of their own experiences with training to better prepare 
them for their roles within school setting. I have attached a flyer listing the available 
meeting times and locations to complete this survey. You may attend any scheduled 
session. 
 
Your school district may use the results from this study for several purposes. First, the 
district may reevaluate responsibilities for investing in paraprofessional development. 
Second, districts may develop a skill assessment instrument to guide professional 
development for increasing paraprofessional skill level based on Council for Exceptional 
Children paraprofessional competencies. Third, districts may assess the amount and kinds 
of support a provided to paraprofessionals. Fourth, districts may investigate the benefit of 
supporting paraprofessionals to enter the profession of special education. 
 
The questionnaire should take approximately 20-30 minutes to complete. Before deciding 
whether you wish to participate, please read the “Subject’s Disclaimer Form” at the end 
of this letter.  
 
I appreciate your participation in this study. All survey information will be kept strictly 
confidential. Should you have any questions, please contact me at 520-466-6376 or 520-
560-1066. My email address is amrascon@azci.net.  
 
Sincerely, 

Maria Berecin-Rascon 
Casa Grande Elementary School District 
Doctoral Candidate 
University of Arizona 



 130 

 



 131 

 

 

 



 132 

APPENDIX C 

PERMISSION TO ADAPT INSTRUMENT  

 

-----Original Message----- 

From: Moshoyannis, Thalia [mailto:TMoshoyannis@gc.cuny.edu] 

Sent: Friday, October 28, 2005 1:29 PM 

To: Maria Rascon 

Subject: RE: Survey copies 

 

Yes, of course you can and thank you for citing the work. 

Thalia 

 

-----Original Message----- 

From: Maria Rascon [mailto:maria.rascon@cgelem.k12.az.us]  

Sent: Friday, October 28, 2005 3:11 PM 

To: Moshoyannis, Thalia 

Subject: RE: Survey copies 

 

As the lead author, do I have permission to adapt your surveys?  I will of course, cite 

your work in my dissertation proposal.   
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APPENDIX D 

PILOT STUDY QUESTIONNAIRE 
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 APPENDIX E 

PARAPROFESSIONAL TRAINING QUESTIONNAIRE 

Please take a few minutes to help me understand your training experiences as a 
special education paraprofessional. 

1. To what age/grade level are you assigned most of the time? 

� � � � 

Preschool Elementary 

(Grades K,1,2) 

Elementary  

(Grades 3,4,5) 

Middle 

School/Junior 
High School 

2. How many years have you worked as a special education paraprofessional? 

� � � � � 

Less than 1 
year 

1-4 years 5-10 years 11-15 years 16-20 years 

3. In what settings do you work? 

� � � � � 

General 
education 

classrooms 

Resource 
classrooms 

Special education 
classrooms 

 (full time- 

self contained) 

Preschool A combination of special 
education and general 

education classrooms 

4. Are you offered training opportunities to assist you in your work with students? 

� � � 

No Yes Unsure 

5. How often do you discuss your skill development and abilities with your 

supervising teacher? 

� � � � � � 

Daily Weekly Monthly Quarterly Yearly  Never 
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5b.  If you meet with your supervising teacher, what topics do you discuss? (Check 
all that apply.) 
 
 Philosophical, historical, and legal 

foundations of special education 

 

� 

Characteristics of learners 

 

� 

Assessment, diagnosis, and evaluation 

 

� 

Instructional content and practice � 

Supporting the teaching and learning 

environment  

 

� 

Managing student behavior and social 

interaction skills 

� 

Communication and collaborative 
partnerships 

 

� 

Professionalism and ethical practices  

 

� 

Other:  Please describe � 

 � 

 � 

 � 

 

6. Please describe what content you need to know more about in order do your job.  
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7.  Check yes if you have received training in the following? (Check all that apply.)  

                                                           Yes              No 

1.1 Understanding the purposes of programs for students 
with disabilities.  

� � 

1.2 The effects of beliefs, traditions, and values across 
cultures and their effect on the relationships among children, 
families, and schools.  

� � 

1.3 Rights and responsibilities of parents and children as 
they relate to learning needs.  

� � 

1.4 The distinctions between roles and responsibilities of 
professionals, paraprofessionals, and other support 
personnel.  

� � 

1.5 Responsibilities under the supervision of a 
certified/licensed professional in a manner consistent with 
the requirements of law, rules and regulations, and local 
district policies and procedures. 

� � 

2.1 Impact of differential characteristics of individuals with 
disabilities on the individual's life and family in the home, 
school, and community.  

� � 

2.2 Indicators of abuse and neglect that put students at risk.  � � 

3.1 Rationale for assessment.  � � 

3.2 Basic data collection techniques. � � 

3.3 Making and documenting observations appropriate to the 
student with special learning needs.  

� � 

4.1 Demands of various learning environments on students 
with special learning needs.  

� � 

4.2 Basic instructional and remedial methods, techniques, 
and materials.  

� � 

4.3 Basic awareness appropriate to individuals with 
exceptional learning needs. 

� � 

4.4 Training on how to establish and maintain rapport with 
learners. 

� � 

4.5 Use of developmentally and age-appropriate strategies, 
equipment, materials to accomplish instructional objectives. 

� � 

4.6 Adapting instructional strategies and materials according 
to the needs of the learner. 

� � 

4.7 Following written plans and seeking clarification as 
needed.  

� � 
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5.1 Maintaining a safe, healthy learning environment that 
includes following school policies and procedures.  

� � 

6.1 Use of appropriate strategies and techniques to increase 
the student’s self-esteem, self-awareness, self-control, self-
reliance, and self-advocacy.  

� � 

6.2 Modifying the learning environment to manage behavior.  � � 

6.3 Collecting and providing objective, accurate information 
to professionals.  

� � 

6.4 Use of appropriate strategies and techniques in a variety 
of settings to assist in the development of social skills.  

� � 

7.1 Characteristics of effective communication with children, 
youth, families, and school and community personnel. 

� � 

7.2 Common concerns of parents of individuals with 
disabilities. 

� � 

7.3 Roles of students with disabilities, parents, teachers, 
paraprofessionals, and other school and community 
personnel in planning an individualized program.  

� � 

7.4 Ethical practices for confidential communication about 
students with exceptionalities.  

� � 

7.5 Use of positive strategies in working with students with 
disabilities, parents, and school and community personnel in 
various learning environments.  

� � 

7.6 Fostering respectful and beneficial relationships between 
families and other school and community personnel.  

� � 

7.7 Participation in conferences with families or primary 
caregivers as members of the educational team.  

� � 

7.8 Use of appropriate basic educational terminology 
regarding students, programs, roles, and instructional 
activities.  

� � 

7.9 Sensitivity to diversity in cultural heritages, lifestyles, and 
value systems among children, youth, and families. 

� � 

8.0 Self-assessment of instructional delivery.  � � 
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8. Have you attended? (Check all that apply.) 

In-service conducted by your school? � 

A district based class for paraprofessionals? � 

A staff development class for teachers? � 

Paraprofessional development workshops? � 

College Coursework? � 

Self study materials? � 

Conference sponsored by a professional 

agency? 

� 

A workshop sponsored by a professional 

agency? 

� 

A meeting with an assigned mentor? � 

A training session with a special education 
teacher? 

� 

Observation of an exemplary program? � 

Other? Please list � 

 � 

 � 

 � 

9. How satisfied are you with the training opportunities that you have received from 
your employer for improving your skills? 

� � � � � 

Very 
satisfied 

Satisfied Somewhat 
satisfied 

Somewhat 
dissatisfied 

Very dissatisfied 
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 10. Has training helped you do your job better? 

� � � 

Yes No Unsure 

 

10 b. Which training was most helpful? 

10 c. Which training was least helpful?  

11.  How effective has paraprofessional training been in assisting you in your decision 

to remain in the field of education? 

� � � � � 

Very 
effective 

Effective Neutral Not effective Very ineffective 

12. How do you learn about paraprofessional training offered by your district or other 

professional organization? (Check all that apply.) 

Administration (Principal, 
District office) 

� 

General education teachers � 

Special education teachers � 

Flyers � 

Brochures � 

On your own � 

Newspapers � 

College Catalogs � 

Newsletters � 

Email � 

Not informed � 
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13. What is the probability of you becoming a special education teacher? 

� � � � � 

No 

probability 

Not 

likely  

Perhaps Likely Very likely 

14. Did the paraprofessional training you received help you make this decision? 

� � � 

Yes No Unsure 

 

Additional Feedback 

Please list any comments you have regarding the training of paraprofessionals. 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

Please share any additional comments regarding your satisfaction with the training of 

paraprofessionals. 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

Thank you for taking the time to fill out my survey. Your input is greatly appreciated. 
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